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ABSTRACT
“Composition as Bodily Rhetoric: A Multimodal Understanding of Student-Athlete
Literacy Practices” examines aspects of the lives, scholarly identities, and different writing that
student-athletes engage in while on the field for their sport and off the field in their academics.
Utilizing embodied rhetoric in communication and forms of technical writing, I challenge the
notion that academics and athletics are working toward contradictory aims. Through examining
the embodied learning within the writing process and drawing connections between writing
studies and sports discourse, my work illuminates the complexities of the composing processes
of student-athletes and examines how they can bring these advanced composing skills back to the
classroom. This research contributes to the larger field of Composition and Rhetoric by
expanding its original notion of what it means to compose and how we define communication.
Although this topic specifically examines communication within student-athlete literacy
practices, my research is widely applicable to all embodied learners as a whole and
acknowledges the overlooked literacy practices of what are traditionally labeled as nontraditional
students.
As a result of this work, I have discovered that student-athletes are highly skilled in what
I have termed, “Athletic Adaptive Literacy.” Athletic Adaptive Literacy is the ability to read the
rhetorical situation within their particular sport and anticipate the moves needed in order to have
a more effective outcome. Sports discourse is necessarily highly adaptive and student-athletes
need to constantly be considering the multiple outcomes within a game and the multiple
potentialities within their movements. These potentialities can be quickly changed and reformed
based on a large number of criteria. I assert that student-athletes are able to assess the situation in
ways that show them to be highly skilled and highly adaptive embodied learners.

1

CHAPTER 1. Two Separate Fields: Composition and Athletics
Introduction
The building was so small and the first time I visited, I almost walked right by it. The
Will Garland Academic Enhancement Center in Conway, South Carolina was separated from the
other academic buildings on campus. Made of brick and concrete, the learning center stood
nestled right between the football field, the soccer field, and sat adjacent to the ticket booth.
Considered the designated space to complete coursework, seek assistance from tutors, and meet
with their advisors, student-athletes would spend a great deal of time in this building throughout
their college years. As a junior in my undergraduate degree program, I was hired as a writing
tutor and mentor where I would work with student-athlete writers and mentor those who were
considered “at-risk” and whose GPA didn’t meet the requirements to continue participating in
their sport. The first person I was ever paired with was Daniel 1, a redshirted freshman football
player who I learned was the fastest on the team; and I think it was because of this that he was
hard to track down. He spent a good portion of the first two weeks of class dodging our
meetings, ignoring my emails and just missing me as I made my weekly visits to the
Enhancement Center.
With his workload starting to pile up (and what I assume to be a nudge from his academic
advisor) Daniel and I finally began meeting with each other. Over the first few weeks of actually
working with Daniel, I realized how quiet he was. The voice of this soft-spoken student-athlete
would never rise above a whisper, and I often found myself leaning in so I could hear him talk. I
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Daniel’s name has been changed to protect his identity.
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learned he was from North Charleston, he didn’t know what he wanted to major in, he called
himself “a grandma’s boy,” and his dad had passed away a few months prior, right before Daniel
had headed off to college to play football.
Our mentoring sessions—continuing throughout his first few years of college—were
mostly conversations. I checked in with him every week (sometimes multiple times a week) for
several years. Although we met frequently, it was during our first meeting that I was instructed
by his academic advisor to give him a VARK questionnaire2 to find out what kind of learner he
was. The VARK questionnaire helps to determine what preference for learning an individual
may have: visual (V), aural (A), read/write (R), or tactile/kinesthetic (K). At the end of the
questionnaire, it was my responsibility to tally up the answers and code which learning style had
the most scenarios associated with the given answers. Daniel’s results were very clear. The
VARK questionnaire indicated he was a tactile/kinesthetic learner; Daniel’s preferred method of
learning was one where he could physically do something.
Several weeks after taking the VARK questionnaire, Daniel was given the first writing
assignment for his freshman year English 101 course: a literacy narrative. I spent the first half
hour of our session prompting him with some questions about when he learned to read and write.
It took him a while, but he finally opened up about reading with his grandmother when he was a
child. He explained to me how she would act out the different voices, make facial expressions
while she read, and use her body to help narrate his favorite books, which made him enjoy
listening to her read even more. Daniel smiled when he spoke about his grandmother. At that
moment I could see he was invested so I asked him to do a free-write about his memories. I sat
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At this particular institution, the VARK questionnaire was a series of scenarios that the studentathlete must choose from when it came to their preference for understanding. The questions on
this questionnaire ranged from taking notes in class to finding one’s way around a shopping mall.
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with him while he wrote. Our session went over that day because it took him an hour to write one
paragraph.
After working with Daniel for several sessions on his literacy narrative, Daniel’s
academic advisor asked to speak with me in private about his progress. The advisor’s entire
office was plexiglass, from the floor to the ceiling. The only exception was the back wall that
faced the locker room. That particular wall was decorated with the school colors, posters of
different team game schedules, and letters from previous students thanking the advisor for his
help. I looked curiously around the room because it was the first time I had actually been inside.
I had seen many student-athletes called into this office smiling, only to see the smile disappear
through the plexiglass as the meeting continued. The students working around the outside tables
always knew if their teammate had a bad meeting because they’d glance into the office when
they checked into the learning center, and watch as their friends had their check in appointments.
The advisor sat with his back to me and typed on his computer while I shifted awkwardly
in the leather chair facing his desk. Admittedly, I thought I was going to be fired for being the
university’s worst student-athlete mentor and tutor. I watched as student-athletes glanced into the
office as they checked into the learning center and my palms began to sweat. However, when he
swiveled around he began going through Daniel’s progress report. I breathed a sigh of relief and
began explaining to him that while Daniel was on track with his classes, the literacy narrative in
his English 101 course concerned me a bit. With the due date approaching I explained how it
took Daniel a lot of time to get his ideas on paper. While they were great ideas, getting him to
understand the assignment, decide what he wanted to write about, and narrate his ideas was
proving difficult. Then the advisor said something in passing I will never forget: “Daniel might
not be the quickest or best writer, but he can run a play like you’ve never seen. You should ask
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him to show you one of his plays in his books.”
Whether intentional or unintentional, the connection between writing and running plays is
an important one. It was very clear that Daniel was good at his craft as a wide receiver, but at
that moment I wanted to see how the running of his plays and Daniel’s proud identity as a
student-athlete could transfer into his introductory English class as a student-writer. Did Daniel’s
success on the field have to do with motivation, and difficulties in the composition classroom
come from the lack of tactile and kinesthetic activities in the class? When student-athletes
partake in the practice and execution of their plays they are enacting intricate and complex
literacy practices that often translate from theory to practice, or in other words, from writing to
their physical bodies.
But in what ways might student-athletes see themselves as writers and composers when it
comes to their classroom compositions in contrast with the compositions they produce when they
perform in their sport? At that moment, the advisor made me wonder what connections there
could be between the plays in the playbook and Daniel’s preferred method of learning. While I
was sitting in the academic center asking Daniel to write, I knew he was struggling. I felt as if I
was taking away from him the way he best learned, which was through activity and physicality.
However, I was teaching him the way that I was taught and the way that I felt comfortable
teaching. That was the problem.
From that moment on, I approached our sessions very differently. Instead of sitting
stagnantly and discussing writing, we circled the outside circumference of Will Garland
Academic Enhancement Center while brainstorming his essay. In an attempt to help Daniel learn
the best way he could, I decided I needed to change my own method of instruction. Although I
felt most comfortable sitting at a table with my pen in hand and paper in front of me, Daniel felt
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the most comfortable physically moving up and down the football bleachers as we outlined what
each paragraph would be. It was almost as if he was associating the different paragraphs with
each separate bleacher. His ideas were strong, but getting him to write about them was different
from anything I had experienced before. This method proved to be particularly successful and is
one that I reflect on often. By being able to move beyond my own comfort zone, I was able to
reach a student that many others in the Athletics and English Departments had not.
I began to see the importance of the body and text, more specifically, Daniel’s playbook
and his enacted plays. The playbooks he is so used to reading get translated back and forth from
text to the body. This meant that Daniel had a literacy and fluency between the playbook and the
action. These experiences and connections lead me to question how I could take these expert
skills that Daniel has with his fluency in this playbook through actions and translate them to
work in the writing classroom. Furthermore, I began to think of all the other students who I
administered the VARK questionnaire to. I was curious if they were constantly being taught in
ways that contradicted their preference for learning. I empathized with these students. These
students who were aware of the ways they learn best, yet were constantly being taught by ways
that contradicted their very understanding of themselves.

Research Statement
As composition instructors, we have numerous students with differing majors navigating
our classroom space. While a portion of our class may consider themselves writers with
traditional text, a large portion of the composers in our classes use embodied rhetoric as a way of
creating and conveying meaning. Whether it is through theater, drama, music, sign language, art,
digital design, etc., there is a strong connection between physically enacting language and being
able to make meaning through that physical composing process. Depending on the college and
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athletic program, student-athletes have the potential to take up a large percentage of the student
body, and occupy significant space within the first-year writing classroom. With little literature
looking at the literacy practices of student-athletes, I propose that we consider the extracurricular
composing practices being produced outside of the classroom during practices, games, and
competitions as a way of composing with the body. I’m calling for a paradigm shift in the way
we view the literacy practices of student-athletes at universities in the college composition
classroom.
Many aspects of the composition classroom are deeply embedded in the literacy
practices taking place on the field, so why aren’t we considering the work student-athletes are
doing on the field as an act of communication, literacy, and composition? J. Michael Rifenburg,
composition scholar and author of The Embodied Playbook: Writing Practices of StudentAthletes, conducted a study on a football program at a school in Oklahoma and was able to come
to the conclusion that football plays “are responding to specific rhetorical situations. The
audience (understood as the coach’s own players and the opponents), exigence, purpose,
constraints, and context faced by the coach-as-writer influence the invention, style and delivery
of the play, as well as how the coach and their coaching staff and players will memorize the
play” (37). My study expands upon the context that Rifenburg establishes in his book to consider
the five canons of rhetoric. In the following pages it becomes evident how we as a field have
studied the two areas of the classroom and the field as spaces of conflict, however, we need to be
looking at these spaces as an opportunity. By looking at what these students actually know and
examining how they see themselves as writers, we open up the door for opportunity of growth
within our field.
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In Literacy Theories for the Digital Age: Social, Critical, Multimodal, Spatial, Material
and Sensory Lenses, Kathy Mills introduces the concept of sensory literacies. She explains how
with sensory literacies, the understanding and meaning making that goes on becomes a full body
experiences as you cannot separate the understanding mind from the sensing body. She further
defines the complexities of literacy practices: “Humans have always learned to communicate
through multiple sign-systems or modes, each of which offers a distinctive way of making
meaning” (66). Specifically, in reference to sensory literacies she points out that “the body is
central to the practical enactment of the interaction” (139). In this study, I will use Kathy Mills’
concept of sensory literacies as it relates to the multimodal ways that student-athletes learn to
compose plays with their bodies and utilize different digital tools to help in understanding,
memorizing and performing these compositions. It is also important to see how through the use
of these tools and learning styles student-athletes are better able to learn the literacy of their
sport, and consider how these practices might transfer into and out of the composition classroom.
Student-athletes are using digital tools and multimedia in order to understand, replicate,
collaborate, and revise on the field and in the gym during games, practices, and competitions,
specifically through the use of their bodies. An interesting use of embodied rhetoric is taking
place for student-athletes that we neglect to acknowledge in the traditional composition
classroom. By looking at the sophisticated ways student-athletes use embodied rhetoric on the
field and the tools they utilize when learning this rhetoric, composition instructors can consider
how this way of composing is an important part of student-athletes’ learning processes and help
us move away from thinking strictly about textual based writing as the main form of meaning
making inside and outside the classroom.
From my personal experiences, I believe there is a blatant gap in literature on student-
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athletes as embodied composers who utilize multimodality throughout their learning process.
Because of these connections, this project was driven by the following research questions:
•

What are the ways in which student-athletes learn to (and are taught to) construct the
plays in playbooks? What types of digital literacies are at use when it comes to learning
plays?

•

How does the playbook act as an artifact of embodied language to move back and forth
through text and physical action?

•

How might a playbook factor into how student-athletes understand language and
themselves as writers? How do student-athletes see themselves in the composition
classroom?

Literature Review
In his book, Sports & Freedom: The Rise of Big-Time College Athletics, sports historian
and sports history professor, Ronald A. Smith, explores the concept of the student-athlete as a
serious academic. He explains that this notion of the student-athlete as a serious academic has
been challenged since the invention of intercollegiate sports in as early as the 1860s. While
physical activity and competitions began to pick up as a form of an extracurricular club
engagement (eventually becoming what we now recognize as a team), academia and athletics
have never quite seen eye to eye. Many faculty members of colleges in the 19th century believed
the university was specifically a place for academics, yet the students were increasingly
persistent in explaining that these extracurricular activities were beneficial to their overall wellbeing as a student. In fact in the 19th century, “[t]he athletic extracurriculum, unlike the literary
one, was looked upon by many faculty as questionable if not outright damaging to the mental
and moral outcomes of college life. But strong-willed students, such as war veterans, were
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generally successful in a quest for some collective freedom from college authorities” (56). In as
early as the 1860s, there was much difficulty on the part of the university attempting to find a
balance between academia and extracurricular activities. As a result of this constant push and
pull for legitimacy in a world of academia, intercollegiate athletic offices are often separated
from academic buildings on campus. Although this difficult battle began over 160 years ago,
students-athletes often still have a difficult time mixing their academic life with their sports life.
Issues relating to academia and the athletics department run so deep that they are echoed
in the university experiences we have today. In a study conducted out of the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, Weight et. al address this tension. The article “The Coach-Educator:
NCAA Division I Coach Perspectives About an Integrated University Organizational Structure”
explores the roles of coaches as educators and how the role might change if the academy were to
be restructured. The NCAA president from 2002 to 2009, Myles Brand, believed that the
academy significantly undervalued college athletics. He “condemned the academy for its bias
against bodily skills and nonart and its view on athletics as an auxiliary to the university that is
unworthy of subsidy” (Weight et. al 510). As a result, the many athletic structures we now see on
college and university campuses are separated and considered independent. As of 2015, “only
one NCAA DI school in the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS),Vanderbilt, has truly embraced
the concept of housing the athletic department fully under the academic umbrella, shifting
oversight of the department to a Director of University Affairs in hopes of better integrating
student-athletes into the academic experience provided by the institution (Weight et. al 511-512).
This means at the majority of institutions, most student-athletes spend their time practicing,
training, exercising, studying, attending meetings, having orientation, and working with their
separate Athletic Academic Advisors in separate buildings from the rest of the students at the
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university. These athletic structures are essentially “the result of a combination of unique
industry demands coupled with powerful external constituencies and faculty elitism within a
somewhat dysfunctional university institutional culture” (Weight et. al 512). Although it is not
always extremely obvious, tensions of this organizational coordination and control change can be
seen within the writing the classroom.
While we might consider the writing classroom to be somewhat of a third party and
impartial to an academic debate involving the university and the athletics department, these
deep-rooted disagreements find their way into our instruction. In the field of Composition and
Rhetoric, references to the “big game paper,” “jock paper,” “male jock paper,” and “big game
narrative” have been documented over and over again in our literature. In fact, each different
scholar has their own generalized definition of what this genre of writing is and how it
encompasses a repetitive success story that most athletes write as a means of showcasing or
overcoming a difficult situation. Composition scholars like Lad Tobin, Tom Newkirk, and
Patricia Sullivan have all mentioned this genre of writing in their scholarship while adding
commentary to what they believe the student is doing with their writing and how to help direct
them.
Tom Newkirk’s 1997 book The Performance of Self in Student Writing discusses a paper
by Jon, a student who played sports while he was in high school. As a junior, Jon transferred to a
larger high school where his athletics training became more difficult. As a result, he outlines the
themes of discipline and work ethic as a means to describe the person he has become. Jon
finishes his essay by saying, “I will always be a part of something whether it be in a classroom,
research development team, or a sports team” (52). While I will reference back to Jon’s
connections to being part of a classroom and a team, I first want to address the reaction to this
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genre of writing. Newkirk explains how the “male jock paper” is categorized within his
institutions English department:

This is an easy paper to dislike, a classic example of what is not to affectionately called
the ‘male jock’ paper among our staff. It seems a string of under-elaborated episodes all
showing the same thing—the value of discipline and hard work. Yet I don’t think the
most useful response is to say “This isn’t it.” (Newkirk 52)

Newkirk observes a conference with Jon and his instructor Gene, where Gene attempts to get Jon
to consider a “conceptual frame” for his experiences (53). The student-writer points out how if it
weren’t for football, he wouldn’t have the confidence to join student government, speak publicly,
or persuade his audience. Eventually Gene and Jon work towards an understanding of discipline
as the conceptualization for Jon’s paper. While Newkirk didn’t believe the paper was entirely
reconceptualized “or even a substantially revised one,” he points out that Gene worked toward
producing a “zone of productive tension”—an environment that “push[es] for clarification and
analysis without challenging the value system that is at the core of the paper—and his own sense
of self” (54). However, I would argue that in this particular example, this zone is bias. If the
instructor is already going into a conference having placed the paper into a “male jock” category,
then perhaps the right questions were not being asked of the writer.
During the conference, Gene asks how Jon’s two initial themes of confidence and
interaction are bound. Jon replies with:

The interaction with teammates is just something that comes with football. I mean you
have to interact. I think the main theme of the paper is discipline and it took me discipline
to interact I guess in a mature fashion. (Newkirk 53)
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Jon previously explains how interacting in a “mature fashion” has helped him become a better
student. He even connects his experiences of sports to working with in a classroom or
researching. Although I don’t have access to Jon’s full paper, in a lot of ways, with his
connections to student government, public speaking, working with others, and interacting with
classmates, Jon is talking about communication. If these papers are read with a bias informing
the reading and reception of these papers by faculty members, then that lays the groundwork for
merely seeing the themes of triumph, trying hard, and discipline, without acknowledging the
complexities of the rhetorical literacy practices. In this instance, our biases of this group of
student writers can get in the way of helpful instruction.
Written several years after Newkirk’s referenced “jock paper” Patricia Sullivan’s 2003
article “Composing Culture: A Place for the Personal” introduces us to her own version of the
similar concept. One that she labels, “the Big Game Paper.” Through the close reading of one
particular student sample of writing whom she refers to as “Jared” Sullivan points out many
similarities to that of Newkirk in reference to the ideas of discipline:
Jared’s opening paragraph leaves no doubt but that we’re in the presence of a sports
narrative—in particular, a subgenre of the sports narrative that many writing teachers
have come to call, with varying degrees of affection, the Big Game paper. In this genre,
the writer-athlete, usually male, overcomes some adversity to achieve his goal, or
succumbs to some adversity such as a personal injury, or fails to make the big play, the
memory still hanging about like an albatross. The writer usually reaches and records for
the reader a clichéd epiphany: It’s not whether you win or lose but how you play the
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game. Or: It’s teamwork that really matters; my achievement was no big deal. Or: If you
always strive to do your best, you will achieve your goal, no matter what. (Sullivan 48)
In dissecting this student’s writing, Sullivan uses sarcasm to draw attention to the fact that this is
a widely known genre amongst writing teachers. She explains how every writing instructor has a
different label they assign to the student-athlete paper, and it is one that they sarcastically refer to
with affection. She boils down the point of every student-athlete’s writing to that of a clichéd
understanding of themselves. One where it either revolves around experience, teamwork, or
discipline; something we saw the start of in Jon’s essay above:

This Big Game narrative, like others in its genre, attests to the singular importance of
sports in a male adolescent’s life. Like the game itself, the sports narrative provides the
player/writer with an arena, a public forum in which to act out or reenact one of the key
rituals and dramas of adult masculinity. The writer of this paper is both literally and
figuratively on the line, a line that marks a transition into manhood. Adulthood. The
game is a test, and, win or lose, what’s important is that the player passes, that he plays
the game well, where “well” means both ably and rightmindedly. What’s on the line in
such narratives is character, ethos. (Sullivan 49)

Sullivan admits that while this essay shares many of the traits of the coined Big Game paper,
Jared is more detailed in the way he explains the scene. In this particular essay, Jared focuses on
the presence of his father, a move, that Sullivan believes is a way of saying the young man
“passes the test” and moves beyond this clichéd and tidy culmination of the paper (49).
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Lad Tobin’s 1991 book, Writing Relationships: What Really Happens in the Composition
Class is our first example of a female student-athlete’s big game paper, negating Sullivan’s point
that these essays are most often a perspective of a point of adulthood masculinity within the male
jock paper. At the same time, Tobin nods to the previous scholarship and field-wide
understanding by making several different references to this type of writing. He calls it just
another ‘“how I won the big high school game’ narrative” as well as the more generic “sports
essay” (93). He points out a universal feeling amongst most writing instructors:
If you teach Freshman Comp, you’re familiar with the genre. Unlike the “how I wrecked
the family car” essay, in which the narrator’s cockiness leads to disaster, the pattern in
the sports essay is reversed: through amazing courage and determination a humble
narrator triumphs over overwhelming, Rocky-like odds. (Tobin 93)

Similarly to Sullivan, Tobin uses humor to compare the overall style of a particular studentathlete’s writing to that of the Rocky series. This student-athlete, who Tobin refers to as Maura,
plays field hockey and writes about her competitive nature when it came to playing against
opponents as well as the individuals on her team. However, what Tobin does that other critics
have not, is consider how the conventions of athletics have the potential to blend with her
writerly identity. Tobin explains how, “much more focused, intense, and competitive Maura
seemed as a field hockey player, than she did as a writer. Of course, field sports and writing are
different sorts of processes, but I kept thinking that there was something for me to learn here—
about how much it meant for her to do well and to outplay the freshman…” (94). I argue against
the point that field sports and writing are different sorts of processes in the following pages,
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however, Tobin makes a few of these jumps on his own when he explores the writing from this
student-athlete. For example:
I wondered what part of Maura’s experience as an athlete could be transferred to her
experience as a writer. Although I had not thought about it much before, I realized that
my students often write about intense competitive urges and situations—sometimes, like
Maura, about competitive successes but often about failures, such as wrecking the family
car while acting on a date from a friend or rival. The writers of these essays care intensely
about their performance and how that performance is being evaluated by authority figures
and by their peers. Suddenly I had all sorts of questions. Did they care in the same way
about their essays and how others saw them? (Tobin 95)

While we might be so quick to dismiss this as a generic form of self-expression, or add it to our
banned list of topics simply because we do not want to workshop another essay where a writer
outlines the moves they engaged in to learn a lesson, we neglect to acknowledge that each
individual situation the writer has experienced is unique to them. Tobin makes the important
point that many of his students write about competitive successes and failures, and it is natural
that student-athletes will want to write about their experiences with sports. In terms of the
reception of student-athlete writing, Tobin appears to be the most generous in his reading.
3

However, as writing instructors, we still have more work to do. We need to expand the ways we

Tobin and Newkirk’s books were both published in the 1990s while Sullivan’s article was
published in the early 2000s. Perhaps this opinion toward student-athletes was a result of a
conversation surrounding curriculum and that conversation sparked an interesting fascination with
student-athlete work. I want to make it very clear that I respect these scholars and appreciate the
work they have done for our field; however, it is important to point out these implicit biases against
student-athletes. This is not a view held by these three scholars alone. Please see page 125 for
another example of writing faculty bias against student-athletes and the topic of athletics in essay
writing.
3
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have been taught to teach our students and step outside of our own zone of comfortability with
teaching. We need to understand when traditional instruction might not be working and be
willing to walk the bleachers with our students. We need to recognize the rhetorical complexity
and sensory literacies that student-athletes are engaged in when learning a sport.

Many of the student-athletes that sit in our classrooms spend more than twenty hours a
week engaging in, practicing, and thinking about their sport. Prior to enrolling in college, many
of them were traveling the world, competing in competitions, and wondering where their efforts
will take them. Of course these experiences will spill into our classroom where we are asking
them to write about something that is important and personal to them. We should not limit,
overgeneralize, or mock these experiences. Furthermore, as a result of my research, I can say
with certainty, that there are interesting, groundbreaking, and complex connections between the
student-athlete and their embodied literacies. If we continue to approach student-athlete writing
the way we have in our history, then we will continue to stifle an important part of studentathletes’ identity and ignore an important role in the ways they learn. Student-athletes have been
connecting writing to bodily literacies all along, but it is us who have failed to acknowledge it.

The Disconnect Between Academia and Athletics
In reality, the structure of academia has always seemed to be at odds with intercollegiate
sports. Starting in the 1860s, a lot of emphasis was placed on the physical structure of the
university and status of the students within the world of the academy. For example, the living
arrangements stemmed from this emphasis were a result of the university wanting to exert more
control over its attendees. Residential housing, “were built, serving to gather students under one
roof where, it was believed, with proper supervision by college authorities, the young men could
expand religiously, intellectually, and socially” (Smith 11). Because college was looked at as a
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form of character building, schools believed the more control they could exhaust over their
students (with a communal dining hall, common areas and regulated class schedules) the better
equipped the student will be for the “real” world. However, this obsessive amount of control
actually caused a rebellion. In fact, students didn’t particularly agree with the way college was
proposed by college presidents or members of the faculty.
The students’ time was always regulated. Although the students were required to live in
the dormitories, faculty had rules and regulations against every aspect of students’ free time.
Students were not allowed to drink, smoke, dance, play cards, engage in sports, or leave campus
without permission. Faculty would meet regularly to plan ways of continuing to enforce the rules
found in the College Laws. Ronald A. Smith, a sports historian and sports history professor, calls
upon the work of composition scholar, Robert Connors, when explaining the difficulties between
athletics and academics. Smith puts age old differences aside and partners alongside the field of
Composition and Rhetoric in order to showcases Connors’ explanation: “[f]or students of most
colleges before 1850, the faculty had one clear definition. It was the enemy” (Smith 47). It was
quite common for students to rebel against the tight grip faculty had on their students where,
“[s]tonings of faculty houses and other minor acts of violence were too common to catalogue”
(Smith 47). Food riots were also not uncommon and students were even documented to have
“provoke[d] professors by stomping their feet in recitation rooms, lighting fire to a professor’s
rug, or setting off gunpowder in the classroom” (Smith 15). In fact, campus rebellions occurred
in nearly every college history recorded during the nineteenth century.
Sports and games became one form of rebellion from students. It was a way for them to
reject their highly restricted lives. The students attending these colleges “began to form their own
activities to meet the vacuum created by a sterile curriculum and inadequate social, intellectual,
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aesthetic, and physical life. The college extracurriculum was born out of student necessity”
(Smith 15). Just one of these extracurricular activities was the sport of football. It first began
being played as a hobby at Dartmouth College in the mid-1830s. While it was first played as a
form of a club sport with no affiliation to the university, these actions and acts of rebellion
helped to morph college into “a social experience shaped by the students rather than by the
curriculum or the faculty” (Smith 17). More and more club sports were created and faculty
continued to condone them.
The first intercollegiate competition didn’t happen until James Elkins, the superintendent
of the Boston, Concord and Montreal Railroad met with a Yale College affiliate, James Whiton.
Because rowing was a highly attended club sport, Elkins reportedly told Whiton, “If you will get
up a regatta on the Lake between Yale and Harvard, I will pay all the bills” (Smith 3). On August
3, 1852 Yale and Harvard participated in the first intercollegiate contest on Lake Winnipesaukee
in New Hampshire. This also began one of the longest running competitions between the two
universities, Yale and Harvard, that is still showcased today. While this particular competition
was highly anticipated in the community and had a large turnout, it also paved the way for other
sports to be organized and played on campus. While this was documented as the first
competition, there was a long history and tradition of sports being played on college campuses
over a century before this. However, they began as acts of rebellion to the university and
instructors. Once the university saw that there was money to be gained from competitions like
this, their minds were changed. In a way these sports were able to “bring the students of various
colleges together in displays of excellence and competition that faculty saw only rarely in the
classroom” (Smith 25).
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Student-Athletes as Embodied Composers
From the history, it is easy to see how the university and faculty members might still
have some difficulty recognizing that intercollegiate sports fit into the world of academia. There
is such a deep-rooted history showcasing the differences between the two. However, in a lot of
ways, I see the field of Composition and Rhetoric as similar to college athletics. Both of these
entities had to fight for a space at the table, and even today they are both fighting to gain
legitimacy in some areas and remain relevant in others. Similar to each other, both fields tend to
ebb and flow with the current political and historical climate and both are often under a very
public scrutiny. However, while literacy has always been at the forefront of debates about
education, we neglect to acknowledge the very real stereotype of the “dumb jock.” While
Newsweek published the article “Why Johnny Can’t Write” in 1975 where the ways writing
instructors taught were called into question, the student-athlete has been stereotyped since 1879.
In a cartoon published by Thomas Nast, we can see how the concept of the “dumb jock”
becomes characterized in correlation to the ill looking “braniac.”

Figure 1. Harper’s Weekly cartoon published in 1879 by cartoonish Thomas Nast
With the two individual characters facing separate ways and the caption, “Education. Is there no
middle course?” the image is insinuating that either one is either an intelligent human being who
uses their brain and literacy to obtain knowledge, a dumb jock who overly uses their body (Nast
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696). There is no middle ground. Or so we have been previously conditioned to understand. With
a foundational understanding in digital literacies, embodied rhetoric, and technical writing, we
can better see the connections between the work of the student-athlete and the composing
practices that happen within our writing processes.
Kathy Mills explains that sensory literacies acknowledge there has been a “paradigm shift
that emphasizes the body and its connections to the natural world in language” (Mills 137). This
means the body becomes central ground for meaning making because the mind and body cannot
essentially be separated from one another. The senses become key ingredients for the ways
individuals interact, communicate, and compose with one another and within the world. The
dominance of the visual—via text—can become problematic when we fail to consider the body
as one of the main factors of meaning making. Mills explains how “knowledge is not based on
abstract formulations in the mind, but is contingent on the sensing, corporeal body in places”
(Mills 143). It is not the mind that is creating knowledge or meaning, but rather it is the senses of
the body that creates and can convey this knowledge.
Debra Hawhee and Abby Knoblauch acknowledge that embodied rhetoric is deeply
rooted in the history of Composition and Rhetoric. In her article “Bodies of Knowledge:
Definitions, Delineations, and Implications of Embodied Writing in the Academy” Knoblauch
explains how the “connections between language and the body were common in Greek culture.
In fact, there was substantial slippage between terminology used to describe rhetoric and that
used to describe athletics” (Knoblauch 53). She points out how agon was “a place of both
athletic and rhetorical engagement” as well as “a point of cultural connection between athletics
and rhetoric” (Knoblauch 53). Knoblauch mentions the term “stasis” was used as a way to
explain one’s position in a sport and also one’s rhetorical positioning. In her book, Moving
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Bodies: Kenneth Burke at the Edges of Language, Hawhee connects back to Mills’ sensory
literacies theory and explains how the modality of the moving body in itself is the ultimate
meaning maker and through the framework of sensory literacies proposes that the moving body
precedes language as the ideal communicator. She notes “when a theory of bodies is folded into
an epistemological view of language, there is a tendency for bodies to become secondary to
language, as evidenced by the theoretical perspectives that view bodies as discursively
constructed or made legible through language, or those that stall at discussions of bodily
representations (Hawhee 166).
Continuing Mills’ concept that the body and mind cannot be separated, Hawhee explains
how together they are able to create and convey language. The body is fully capable of creating
and conveying meaning through physical motion, therefore we must consider composing as an
embodied act of meaning making rather than defaulting directly to writing. This connection
between language and embodied rhetoric is well established in our field and is exemplified with
student-athletes. Through my experience working firsthand with them for the past seven years, I
have seen student-athletes engage in acts of literacy with their bodies through the means of their
sport. For example, some of the football players sitting in your class right now are reading your
assigned homework while simultaneously trying to read, memorize, embody and enact certain
plays from their 100+ page playbook before they get to their next practice session. Oftentimes
these playbooks they are handed during practice can be bigger than our textbooks, and players
can read, and perform them very effectively.
In one of the few current pieces of literature surrounding student-athlete literacy
practices, The Embodied Playbook: Writing Practices of Student-Athletes, by J. Michael
Rifenburg cites case studies as an attempt to invite conversation surrounding literacy in athletics.
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He explains that for student-athletes, plays are “a working dialogue between players and
coaches, between coaches, and even between players” (Rifenburg 47). They are essentially
“multimodal texts, dialectically constructed, historically situated…In short, plays are writing that
does action” (Rifenburg 64). When it comes to the composing student-athletes are engaging in
on the field, cognition, embodied rhetoric, and the ability to read the situation is quite evident.
For student-athletes, these images and told a narrative, but for me he was speaking a language
that I could not understand. In a lot of ways, this type of sports discourse and composing is its
own language. To understand this type of language, Rifenburg presents a call to action through
examining student-athlete literacy practices. While Rifenburg has done foundational work in this
field of student-athlete embodied literacy practices, his study looks at universities in the Midwest
while mainly focusing on football and men’s basketball as a source of data collection. My
research connects to Rifenburg in a new way as it works to expand these arguments to observe
student-athletes from other universities that may or may not use playbooks but still display the
same sensory literacies in their sport. My research also examines women’s sports teams and the
ways in which the two separate athletic departments at two universities have similarities,
differences, conflicts, or conclusions when it comes to learning and teaching sports to their
student-athletes. Although Rifenburg opens the door for these discussions to exist, he leaves us
with a lot of work to do when we think about understanding, teaching, and working with studentathlete composing practices. My work aims to extend this research across more teams, genders,
and universities while further exploring the literacies that are at use in the learning of these
sports.
With these connections made by Rifenburg, Mills, Hawhee, and Knoblauch it is
understandable to say that student-athletes are engaging in complicated rhetorical practices
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involving both the mind and the body. While the body acts as a composer, there are important
multifaceted literacy practices taking place in the life of a student-athlete for them to be able to
learn, practice and enact these plays. Similarly to a writing instructor helping to assist a writer
flesh out their ideas, student-athletes use different tools to be able to best represent the meanings
they are making with their bodies. As a result, Rifenburg asks us to consider the following
questions: “how do these players, the players who we are told should struggle in our class and
any class, publicly embody multimodal plays as texts, and what do they teach us about what
writing is and how it’s accomplished?” (64). If we are serious about wanting to know and
understand all of our students, we need to look at these embodied composers even closer.

Challenging our Misconceptions
In James Paul Gee’s book, Situated Language and Learning: A Critique of Traditional
Schooling, he points out that a disconnect can happen in the learning process when “[t]he real
issue is failing, for whatever reason, to be a member of a particular ‘in group’” (Gee 7). As
previously discussed, there is a deep-rooted institutional belief that student-athletes are not
serious members of the academy. Even the title student-athlete is hyphenated to showcase that
each part is important to their identity. Student-athletes engage in composing in their sport
successfully because they know they members of that community. But if we continue to ban
these topics (which have legitimate connections to the field of Composition and Rhetoric) they
will continue to feel like they are outside of the writing community. Even labeling these papers
as “Big Game papers” or “male jock papers” diminishes the effort and connections they are
trying to make between the learning, composing, writing, and embodiment they do in their sport
and their connections to the writing classroom. Instead of instantly deducing the meaning of their
text to a larger generic cliché, we need to sit down and look at the intricate embodied learning
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being done by student-athletes and how they connect it to the classroom.
While the struggles that we are seeing in our composition classes from our studentathletes could be considered broader (for example, they aren’t prepared for college, or they are
too tired because they are practicing too much) for the sake of this project we need to first look
specifically at the literacy that is happening within student-athlete sports and how this literacy is
successful for many reasons. While I acknowledge that there are a lot of different factors that
play into how student-athletes learn, we first need to recognize that it exists and explore the
embodied ways of learning as a foundation before moving into other the multiple other factors
and aspects of identity that influence one’s ability to learn. My goal is that this project opens the
door for deeper conversation about student-athlete literacy practices and more research
surrounding this particular area of study.

Theoretical Framework
“Composition as Bodily Rhetoric: A Multimodal Understanding of Student-Athlete
Literacy Practices” is largely in response to sociocultural theory and the literacy practices within
sports discourse. Although I draw from Kathy Mills’ theories of sensory literacies, James Paul
Gee’s concepts of situated learning, and later on, Lave and Wenger’s theory of legitimate
peripheral participation, the intertwining of these theories with each other is complicated. While
many of the concepts I share in my research have similarities, share space, and share some
practices, it does not mean that the literacy practices for sports and the literacy practices in our
classrooms are exactly the same or are completely interchangeable. While Mills, Gee, Lave and
Wagner all focus largely on the social context of literacy and how literacy and literacies are
multiple ways to navigate the universe, I use this theoretical framework to situate these concepts
within a different field of sports discourse. It is worth noting that the separate spaces and
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discourses that I explore in my research are quite literally in conflict with each other, making the
connecting theories less fluid.
In both academia and sports discourse, we can see how these theories share space and are
formed through different practices. They are enculturated and socially based, and studentathletes are constantly trying to manage both of these identities. However, what can’t translate
directly still benefits from considering both. Putting these two contexts in conversation with one
another is not to prove a one-to-one correlation, but rather to point out that anything that is
learned in one space could be beneficial to another space. As the field of Composition and
Rhetoric well knows, transfer is not a simple concept. It is perhaps the most challenging concept
in all of education and writing studies. Although these two contexts don’t directly translate and
transfer isn’t clearly independent, it doesn’t mean we should abandon the endeavor altogether.
We should be continuously questioning how these two different contexts have the potential to
benefit from one another. I would continuously refer back to this theoretical framework when we
look at concrete examples of these literacies occurring. Specifically, Chapter 3. Embodied
Composing and Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic Discourse
highlight opportunities where this exists, but it is important to note that there is not a direct oneto-one correlation.

Project Design and Methodology
During the spring semester of 2017 I received IRB approval and conducted research at a
small Division 1 school located in the northeast. I refer to this institution as the Northeast
University throughout my study. This qualitative study was conducted during the months of
October, November, and December where I recruited, interviewed, and collected data from 2
student-athlete academic advisors, 1 student-athlete, and 1 assistant coach for the football team.
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These interviews were conducted in a half-hour in a semi-structured interview format. The
individuals being interviewed signed a contract prior to our interview and were made aware that
they were free to end the interview at any point if they were uncomfortable or drop out of the
study entirely at any time. Scheduling interviews with the academic advisors was fairly simple as
they have set offices on campus located in the academic center that student-athletes use to
complete their schoolwork. I had a connection with the Director of Academic Support at one
university, which allowed me to pursue this project. The advisors have an important job of
making sure the student-athlete maintains a certain GPA to remain eligible to play their sport,
check in with them to monitor their progress to a degree, and essentially watch over the studentathletes while they spend hours each week working on coursework from across the curriculum.
Utilizing the proper human research methods through my university’s institutional review
board (IRB), I first reached out to the Director of Academic Support in order to send an email to
student-athletes who might be interested in this study. I wanted to keep the interview process
entirely voluntary to assure them that there was no harm to the students involved. That being
said, the Director of Academic Support sent an email out to students on two separate occasions
and I only received a reply from one student. While this number might seem unusually low, this
turnout is to be expected. Anyone that knows about student-athletes understands that their
schedule is full from the moment they wake up to the moment they go to bed. The time of a
student-athlete is typically spent moving from workouts, to meetings, to practices, and then to
tutoring sessions, classes, and games. Being able to sit down and have a conversation with a
student-athlete is extremely difficult as they do not have much free time. Additionally, one of the
major sport teams had entered playoffs during the time of my data collection. This meant that
every coach and member of the entire team became unavailable to participate in interviews as
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their schedules were packed with practice sessions, meetings, and workouts. Because their team
had proceeded to the final round, the images of playbooks that I wanted to view were extremely
protected as they played an important role in the success of the team. Despite those limitations,
the findings from the transcribed interviews I was able to collect were extremely promising, so I
knew there was a need to continue my work.
After my initial pilot study in 2017 at the Northeast University, I received funding
through the University of New Hampshire with the Student Teaching Award Fellowship and was
able to conduct additional research at a separate Division 1 University, in the southeast. I refer to
this institution as the Southeast University in my study. I extended my IRB approval from the
Northeast University to the Southeast University and begin a second round of data collection.
Due to my work and research interests, I had connections to the Associate Athletic Director for
Student-Athlete Enrichment at the Southeast University. This connection was able to put me in
contact with student-athletes who were available and willing to be interviewed for my project
throughout the summer. These student-athletes were more easily accessible as they were not
taking a full load of coursework during their summer term, and their practice sessions were not
as rigorous or frequent. These student-athletes graciously offered up their time to sit down and
chat with me in-between their weekly practices and summer classes while on campus. This
second study was conducted during the months of May, June, July and August of 2018 where I
recruited, interviewed, and collected data from 9 additional student-athletes.

Limitations and Ethics
Ideally, I would have the same number of interviews from student-athletes and coaches
from both universities. However, as previously mentioned, individuals partaking in athletics
(from the advisors, to the coaches, to the student-athletes) are consistently busy and difficult to
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get ahold of during the school year and their athletic season, making the summer the best time to
get in contact with them. At the same time, although it might be the off-season for a particular
sport, the student-athletes are still practicing, weight lifting, exercising, and preparing for the
when the next season comes around. While it might be the coaches are the ones coming up with
these routines for the athletes, they are also participating in recruiting and providing service for
their universities. That is to say, while the rest of a college campus might slow down in between
semesters or during the summer, the athletics department are always in motion. However, I have
found that the summer break provides the best opportunities to speak with student-athletes,
coaches, and advisors.
In December 2019 I applied for, and received, additional funding through the University
of New Hampshire, Student Teaching Award Fellowship to collect more data during the summer
of 2020. However, due to the COVID-19 global pandemic, universities had different policies for
their student-athletes. The particular school I was looking at sent their students home in March,
making traveling and meeting in-person impossible to do. As a writing tutor who met with
student-athletes via Zoom throughout the pandemic, I found their spirits to be extremely low.
Their games and practices were canceled, they were unable to exercise, many were sent home,
while others had to stay on campus because they were unable to travel. Additionally, every
individual was uncertain about the health of their family and friends as well as the future of their
career at the university with their sport.
It was an extremely difficult time and I didn’t feel it would be ethical to solicit studentathletes for interviews when many of them were uncertain about the health of their family and
friends as well as the future of their career at the university with their sport. Although it would
have been ideal to gain even more perspectives from a wider variety of coaches and student-
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athletes, the world essentially shut down and major sport organizations had put a pause to their
sport seasons as well. While additional data is always helpful, both of the coaches and studentathletes at each of the universities I previously interviewed with spoke about their experiences
when working with one another. As a researcher, I was able to cross references those
perspectives to understand the findings from both the Northeast University and the Southeast
University.
One of the main requirements outlined in my IRB is that the student-athletes who are
interviewed had to be over the age of 18 and no longer a college freshman. This was done for
several reasons. First, it allowed the student-athlete enough time to understand how their athletic
program works and it gives them time to understand the plays they engage in. Another reason
this was done was so that upon the defense of this dissertation, many of the student-athletes who
were interviewed would have already graduated. With the data collection, coding, and writing
spanning the course of three years, it would potentially give most of the individuals being
interviewed the opportunity to leave the university before being part of this study. Although I
made all attempts to keep the information completely anonymous, there is potential for some
identifying material that could be traced back when dealing with any particular structure within
the institution. I did my best to mitigate this risk, keep the individuals involved anonymous, and
eliminate the risk of any sort of institutional retaliation.

Data and Analysis
During these half hour semi-structured interviews and I also collected a sample of student
writing that oftentimes came in the form of a play. While a variety of differing perspectives and
specializations manifested in the data, these different points of view have been helpful in
understanding the multiple layers behind the composing practices of student-athletes in their
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practiced sport. Using Saldaña’s thematic analysis methodology in which I examined “texts and
visuals” I analyze the interview with the assistant football coach as a way of understanding the
roles that this coach saw multimodal, digital tools and repetition of these practices as an integral
part of being able to perform plays on the field (10). I recorded all the interviews using a
recording device and backed them up to my UNH box account. The interviews have been
transcribed and coded while the photos of the collected writing (in the form of a play) has been
backed up to my UNH box account. As a result, this IRB approved study, which began in 2017
and concluded in 2020, looks at the experiences and lives of 1 coach and 10 student-athletes.

Data Coding
There is not a lot of existing work in the area of student-athlete literacy practices, sports
discourse and writing. Therefore, I generated themes from what exists already in learning theory.
I draw from Susan Ambrose’s How Learning Works: 7 Research-Based Principles for Smart
Teaching in order to code the data I collected because the terms in this book exemplified the
learning processes that were introduced to me from the interviews with student-athletes. I
reference the following codes multiple times throughout my chapters:
Name of Term/Concept
Working conditions

Description
Instances where the interviewees refer to their conditions behind
completing a particular task. This includes the hours of practice,
hours of time put into assignments, etc. These tasks could be sports
related or related to academia.

For example, the coach from Northeast University frequently
explains the working conditions when referencing concepts of
practice and play within sports discourse.
Multimodality/Multimedia Moments where the interviewees mention the use of
multimodality/multimedia when it comes to their learning process
either for sports or academia.
For example, multiple student-athletes reference utilizing
multimedia as a way to prepare for their sport. These examples
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Embodied rhetoric

Process of learning

Transfer

Value

Expectancies

include things like PowerPoint, quizzes on their Learning
Management System, and Thundercloud River.
Instances here the interviewees talk about making meaning through
the use of their body.
This occurs most often when the student-athletes discuss aspects of
their plays. The written text and images of the plays become
embodied language when they perform it on the field or in practice.
Areas where students explain their process of learning. It might
include how they learn, what they do to learn, their successes in
learning, failures in learning, etc. This could be sports specific
learning material or school specific learning material.
Different processes of learning occurs in most interviews where
student-athletes discuss how they learn to run their plays. For
example, Callen discusses the multiple steps in his process of
learning when utilizing the classroom as the first step, and then the
physicality of the trash cans as the second step.
Moments of potential transfer. For example, a student-athlete might
talk about film review during their practice. These directly correlate
to peer review in the classroom setting as they share many
characteristics.
Areas of attainment value, intrinsic value, and instrumental value.
Attainment value, “represents the satisfaction that one gains from
mastery and accomplishment of a goal or task” (Ambrose, et al 75).
Intrinsic value “represents the satisfaction that one gains simply
from doing the task rather than from a particular outcome of the
task” (Ambrose, et al 75). Lastly, instrumental value “represents the
degree to which an activity or goal helps one accomplish other
important goals, such as gaining what are traditionally referred to
extrinsic rewards. Praise, public recognition, money, material goods,
an interesting career, a high status job, or a good salary…”
(Ambrose, et al 75)
For example, Callen found little attainment value in his writerly
identity, but much attainment value in being able to execute his
football plays.
Areas of outcome expectancies and efficacy expectancies: Outcome
expectancies “reflect the belief that specific actions will bring about
a desired outcome (Carver & Scheier, 1998).” (Ambrose, et al 76.)
On the other hand, Efficacy expectancies “represent the belief that
one is capable of identifying, organizing, initiating, and executing a
course of action that will bring about a desired outcome (Bandura,
1997)” (Ambrose, et al 77).
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Expectancies occurred frequently when it came to student-athletes
understanding that plays they engage in. For example, they
explained that if they went in one direction their opponent would
follow in a particular formation. These expectancies help contribute
to one’s overall Athletic Adaptive Literacy.
Table 1. Data Coding
This analysis proved helpful when examining the transcripts of the audio-recorded
sessions to understand the student-athlete’s understanding of composing and composing
experiences. Content analysis assisted me in showing the differing relationships between the
composing process on the field and within the classroom and the ways that the football coaches
teach their players how to learn the plays through the use of digital tools.
This particular research methodology crosses the curriculum. It recognizes and respects
the unique skills that student-athletes bring to courses across the curriculum that perhaps were
not initially seen as intellectual assets. It explores the following questions: (1.) What are the
ways in which student-athletes learn to (and are taught to) construct the plays in playbooks?
What types of digital literacies are at use when it comes to learning plays? (2.) How might a
playbook act as an artifact of embodied language to move back and forth through text and
physical action? And lastly, (3.) How might the playbook factor into how student-athletes
understand language and themselves as writers? How do student-athletes see themselves in the
composition classroom? In the future, this project could be expanded to include multiple
different sports, as I have only focused on men’s basketball, women’s basketball, track, and
football. It could also be expanded to look at multimodality in action, where I observe how
multimedia and multimodality contributes to one’s learning. It can also be expanded to look at
more examples of team sports vs. individual sports.
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Student-Athlete Participants
It is important to note the student-athletes who engaged in these interviews bring with
them a varying degree of experience. While some of these student-athletes have been playing
their sport since high school, others have been playing since as far back as they can remember. In
the table below, I outline the specific sport, position, major and amount of time they have been
playing their sport. In some cases, these literacies are second nature to these student-athletes.
Some of these literacies are very deeply engrained in their practice because they’ve been
engaging with these literacies from a very young age. For others, these literacies are newer. For
example, Ray, who has a very high Athletic Adaptive Literacy, he explains how he has been
playing basketball since he was 3 or 4. This has the potential to impact the outcome of my
research.
Name

Sport

Position

Major

Callen

Southeast
University
Football
Southeast
University
Football
Southeast
University
Women’s
Basketball
Northeast Track
and Field

Offensive Line

Communications

Defensive Back

Public Health

Doesn’t mention

Small forward

Communications

Doesn’t mention

Cross-Country/
Track and Field
Runner
Doesn’t mention

Political Science

9 years

Psychology

Since 6th or 7th
grade

Doesn’t mention
Guard

Finance
Sociology

Doesn’t mention
Since he was 3 or
4

Dalton

Didi

Jason

Jasmine

Joe
Ray

Southeast
Women’s
Basketball
Southeast Football
Southeast Men’s
Basketball

Table 2. Student-Athlete Participants

How long they
have been
playing their
sport
Since junior year
of high school
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The variety of student-athlete majors is notable. While there are 2 individuals who were
Communication majors at the time of this study, there were also a variety of Public Health,
Political Science, Psychology, and Sociology Majors. This spectrum showcases the additional
academic strength, proclivities, and interests that student-athletes are engaged in within the
university setting.

Conclusion
When considering the ways in which student-athletes learn to compose the plays, there is
an understanding that “the body is central to the practical enactment of the interaction. Therefore,
the body should be explicitly foregrounded in any theory about the process of meaning making”
(Mills 139). If we can look at the work student-athletes produce in their sport as a type of
composition, we open our eyes to see the multifaceted learning practices that create these
embodied compositions. Not only are student-athletes engaging in savvy literacy practices but
also the means in which they learn them are intricate and beneficial in assisting them in
becoming better composers on the field. Because “both mind and body are seen as integral to
literacy practice” this study also asks writing instructors to rethink what it means to compose
with text and consider how the body is a vessel in which meaning is made and then conveyed for
an audience, specifically in this case through the use of football plays (Mills 139). Perhaps one of
the questions composition instructors need to be asking ourselves is how can we be drawing
more connections between the field—where these tactile and kinesthetic learners thrive as
masters of their literacies—and our own classrooms where student-athletes distance themselves
from the ideas of collaboration and see writing the research paper as more of a chore than an
exploration of their skills. By foregrounding this expertise that they already have, we can
empower student-athletes in the composition classroom.
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Previously in this chapter, I mention a term that I have discovered, termed as “Athletic
Adaptive Literacy.” Student-athletes have the ability to read the rhetorical situation in sport
discourse and anticipate the moves needed to have a more effective outcome. Sports discourse is
necessarily highly adaptive and these student-athletes are constantly considering multiple
outcomes within a game. These outcomes can be quickly changed and reformed based on a large
number of criteria. I assert that, with Athletic Adaptive Literacy, student-athletes are able to
assess and read the rhetorical situation in a multitude of ways that a low them to be highly skilled
embodied learners. Since student-athletes are present in the physical moment, many of them
have this athletic adaptability to some degree. “Composition as Bodily Rhetoric: A Multimodal
Understanding of Student-Athlete Literacy Practices” considers how this Athletic Adaptive
Literacy can be brought across the curriculum and into our classes, particularly writing classes,
where we address the rhetorical situation 4.
Through further examining the literacy practices of student-athletes and looking at their
conceptions of themselves as composers we can better understand a large population of students
that enroll in our composition classes and find out what is being done at practices by coaches to
make literacy engaging for these situated learners. Additionally, by looking at (and highlighting)
the connections between the composition classroom and learning how to play a sport, studentathletes may begin to see the literacy practices they engage in for their sport discourse as a type
of composing. I plan on addressing each of these areas of interest throughout the following
chapters:

4

Please see Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic Discourse for
a further discussion about Athletic Adaptive Literacy. In this chapter you will see concrete
examples of Athletic Adaptive Literacy in action within specific football and basketball plays.
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•

Chapter 1. Two Separate Fields: Composition and Athletics. This chapter outlines the
literature surrounding Composition and Rhetoric, embodied rhetoric, embodied
composition, and literacy practices of student athletes. Drawing from composition
scholars and theorists in our field, as well as previous research conducted on studentathlete literacy practices, I frame and connect the two fields as they relate to each other.
This chapter also details the research methodology I used when conducting my IRB
studies at two Division I universities. Through this discussion I will define my terms, talk
about the recruiting process, the interview process, coding, and transcription. Chapter 1
also looks at the founding questions of my research while introducing a student-athlete
named Daniel, the individual who first inspired my research. In this chapter we are
introduced to the concept of Athletic Adaptive Literacy, a term I have created which
refers to the student-athlete’s ability to read the athletic rhetorical situation, and adapt the
narrative they are creating with their body.

•

Chapter 2. Student-Athlete and Student-Writer. This chapter outlines the language
used in sports discourse and the language used in the field of Composition and Rhetoric
to draw connections between the learning objectives of the two discourse communities.
When examining the football playbook of the Northeast University football coach,
aspects of working conditions and the process of learning are introduced and explored as
they relate to language and process. Concepts or practice, play, and revision as they relate
to sports discourse are examined in theory but will be explored more in-depth and in
practice in Chapter 3: Embodied Composing. While introducing Deborah Brandt’s
concept of literacy sponsors and sponsorship, I examine how student-athletes are at odds
with which identity they need to place more value on. While the university acts as the
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literacy sponsor, the student must successfully juggle 2, oftentimes conflicting, identities
in order to succeed. Chapter 2 explores the experiences of a student-athlete named Jason,
who runs track as well as a football player named Dalton. This chapter briefly introduces
Callen, a student who will further be explored in Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and
Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic Discourse.
•

Chapter 3. Embodied Composing. This chapter argues that student-athletes participate
in intricate acts of embodied rhetoric every day in their practices and games. The
examples of plays presented in this chapter are considered their own type of language,
however, student-athletes are able to look at these images, filled with X’s, O’s, lines,
dots, and numbers in order to figure out exactly where they are supposed to position
themselves and where their teammates will position themselves. Student-athletes stop to
anticipate their opponent’s movements, review their process through peer, continuously
revise their movements, and collaborate with others to become more effective
communicators. In this chapter I further explore the concept of Athletic Adaptive
Literacy while examining different plays explained by student-athletes. While looking
specifically at the 3 different plays collected from players from different teams during the
interview process, I dissect the embodied compositions paired with their think aloud
transcription. Each play will be from a different student-athlete and different position,
thus giving a more holistic understanding of multiple different perspectives in these
sports. In this chapter, we learn more about the football player from the Southeast
University named Dalton. Additionally, we will see a play drawn by Didi, a Southeast
University women’s basketball player as well as Ray, a Southeast University men’s
basketball player.
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Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic Discourse.
This chapter looks at the multimodal composing that student-athletes engage in in
preparation for their sport. Utilizing interviews information from interviews conducted
with the Northeast University football coach, the Southeast University football player
named Callen and the Southeast University Women’s Basketball player named Jasmine,
we will look at the way multimodality helps student-athletes learn. Pairing these
multimodal tools with embodied action proves helpful for these athletes. Because of this,
many student-athletes also find learning with multimodal tools to be more engaging. This
calls into question why student-athletes are so effective at with their Athletic Adaptive
Literacy in their sports but, as the Northeast University football coach suggests, may
sometimes struggle with it in the classroom. While this certainly isn’t the case for every
student in the composition class and not every student-athlete, student-athletes are
consistently better learners when it comes to multimodal literacy as exemplified by the
work they do to win games and sports. They are continuously practicing with it and on
the surface it appears to be more encompassing of their preferential learning style. This
chapter explores how coaches are more welcoming to incorporate these types of learning
styles into their teaching, and questions why some writing instructors might be hesitant to
do this.

•

Chapter 5. Rethinking the Persistent Narrative: Student-Athletes as Embodied
Experts. This final chapter presents us with a call to action. While readers might be
hesitant to believe that the persistent “dumb jock” narrative exists in our current inclusive
environment, we are presented with recent articles from InsideHigherEd that explores a
continued disinterest of student-athletes as academics or scholars. This call to action
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provides us with opportunities to recognize our bias, reevaluate our instruction, and
consider change. In this chapter I will also present opportunities for future research
projects because while these studies open the door for this work to be done, much more
needs to be explored if we want to further understand the literacy practices of studentathletes and more generally embodied learners.
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CHAPTER 2. The Student-Athlete and the Student-Writer
Overview
Throughout my interview processes with 10 student-athletes, there were some
overwhelming instances where student-athletes mentioned that they oftentimes felt more like an
athlete than a student. This conflicting identity can manifest in the classroom when studentathletes attempt to channel their inner writer and write with authority within our classroom. If
they are consistently thinking of themselves as a professional athlete whose worth is tied to their
sport in the university setting, rather than their academic performance, they have difficulty
relating to and engaging with their academics. This particular chapter explores the university as
sponsors of literacy for student-athletes and examines how that quid pro quo relationship can be
problematic for this community of students. Not only is their identity compromised because they
are constantly wearing different hats at the university, but their academic work can suffer as the
increasingly demanding schedule of a student-athlete unfolds throughout the semester.
In addition to identity, I will continue to explore the disconnect between academia and
sports discourse. I use interviews from a coach from the Northeast University and a football
player from the Southeast University to examine the language that refers to their progressions of
learning; a language that is extremely similar to the writing classroom. The connections between
composition theory and embodiment in writing help solidify that while many student-athletes
have difficulty considering themselves students first and athletes second (and thus not a writer)
my study shows that the processes of learning in sports and learning in the classroom share a
similar outcome. With this chapter focusing on the connections between the student-athlete
identity and the literacy that happens within sports discourse, there is a larger discussion of these
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specific processes as they are learned and become embodied in Chapter 3. Embodied Composing
and Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic Discourse.

Embodiment in Composition
Student-athletes are constantly stereotyped as poor students and cliché writers.

5

However, there are many intricacies that go into the makeup of the student-athlete as a studentwriter that would prove these stereotypes inaccurate. In fact, the field of Composition and
Rhetoric is heavily rooted in this idea of the athlete as being the ultimate meaning maker.
Ancient rhetoricians actually didn’t believe just anyone could be an effective rhetor, but in
reality, the rhetors body must be athletically trained in order to deliver their speech. In her book,
Bodily Arts: Rhetoric and Athletics in Ancient Greece Debra Hawhee explains how, “early
emphasis on manner and movement carries through all phases of rhetorical and athletic training”
(Hawhee 152). Although as a field it would appear we have shifted our perspective, athletes were
once considered the most skilled and successful rhetors of us all.
Hawhee extends this idea in another book published five years later titled Moving Bodies:
Kenneth Burke at the Edges of Language where she explores how the body is the main conveyer
of meaning and meaning making. She explains how:
…these sympathetic, mimetic movements operate on a logic of contagion, that physical
actions have the capacity to affect other parts of the body, as well as others’ body parts. It
is this dual capacity for movement that Paget believes enables language’s development:
the migration of movements from one part of the body to the other, combined with his

5

As I have established in Chapter 1. Two Separate Fields: Composition and Athletics, studentathletes have been overtly stereotyped as poor students and cliché writers. Whether we openly
admit it or not, there is evidence of this in my research from the comic illustration and the
multiple overgeneralizations of the “Big Game Paper.”
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mechanical models that more or less reproduce laryngeal postures, helped him imagine
gesture being converted into laryngeal and tongue movements, and the ability for those
movements to ‘catch on’ across bodies helped him account for the spread and resulting
‘staying power’ of language, what Saussure calls its stability. (Hawhee 110)
It’s through the initial actions of the body that “the mouth’s unconscious tendencies to mimic the
emotional, postural state of the rest of the body, as well as its gesticulations…human speech”
(110). The mind and the body cannot be disconnected; the body in itself is the initial conveyer of
meaning, whereas the movements of the body influence the mouth to formulate meaning. For
Hawhee, it is first and foremost the body and mind that creates language and everything else
follows.
It is because of these solid connections between the mind and the body that the field of
Composition and Rhetoric has been changing somewhat drastically the past few years when it
comes to what the field considers to be writing. There has been a push to move away from
thinking of writing as strictly a textual based practice to consider the concept of composing as
more inclusive in terms of creating, conveying, and interpreting language in order to make
meaning. Kathleen Blake Yancey discusses this very idea in her 2008 NCTE Presidential
Address entitled, “The Impulse to Compose and the Age of Composition” when she explains
how “we have multiple models of composing operating simultaneously, each informed by new
publication practices, new materials, and new vocabulary” (331). Because of this realization,
Yancey asks composition instructors to rethink what it means to be composers and question how
these multiple communicative modes within literacy practice can create more opportunities for
understanding our teaching practices and further understanding and helping our students.
Because the body and mind are both so intertwined, it creates the opportunity for multiple
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communicative modes to produce composition.
From these ideas, the field of Composition and Rhetoric considers embodied rhetoric to
be an interesting way of encompassing and creating meaning. In his article, “Embodied Ways of
Knowing, Pedagogies, and Social Justice: Inclusive Science and Beyond,” Hui Niu Wilcox refers
to embodied rhetoric as “ways of knowing, lived experiences, performance, and bodily
intelligence” through use of the body as means of creating and conveying meaning (105).
Because of this emphasis on the body, it is impossible to be able to create the meaning that
happens within writing without the lived experiences and embodied intelligences. Kathy Mills
points out how “knowledge is not based on abstract formulations in the mind, but is contingent
on the sensing, corporeal body in places” (143). This means that much of the knowledge
portrayed within writing is stemming from the basis of experience and physically enacting the
meaning. Whether it is through theater, drama, music, sign language, art, digital design,
interpretive dance etc., there is a strong connection between physically enacting language and
being able to make meaning through that physical composing process.
With an emphasis on the idea of embodied rhetoric within the field of Composition and
Rhetoric, we can better understand that the kind of work student-athletes engage in for their sport
is a highly intricate form of composing that they are creating and conveying through the means
of their body. By looking at the extracurricular composing practices we are able to examine the
extracurricular composing practices being produced outside of the traditional composition
classroom during practices, games, and competitions and see how “the body itself ‘enables
language’s development’” and look at how these movements “catch on across bodies” (Hawhee
110).
For many of these student-athletes who are considered tactile or kinesthetic learners, this
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type of meaning making may appear to be easier to them than sitting down and writing out a 15page researched essay on a topic of their choosing. However, there are far more comparisons that
meets the eye between composing on the field in their sport and composing in the classroom in
the field of Composition and Rhetoric. Oftentimes student-athletes do not consider themselves to
be composers in the classroom, but if we consider student-athlete embodied rhetoric as a form of
communication and meaning making, we can make interesting connections between the two.
Additionally, students who might be extremely strong in portraying meaning with their body
might be able to find avenues to incorporate these techniques into their writing classroom.
Because “embodiment not only moves these texts from the private to the public sphere, but
embodiment gauges the effectiveness of these plays. Again, it does not matter if a play looks
good on paper or on a placard; it matters if the play can be properly embodied” (Rifenburg 5). In
both scenarios, meaning is being composed and conveyed.
While student-athletes are given a numbered jersey to wear on the field, track, court, or
any other venue to showcase their final product, oftentimes it is the process and the individuality
of each student athlete that allows for technique, freedom, body language, practice, and play to
take place. With the field of Composition and Rhetoric deeply embedded in the idea of
athleticism and the trained athlete as the essentially ideal rhetor, the student-athlete uses their
body to enact language and thus engages in embodied rhetoric on the field in their sport, and
composition in their writing classrooms. The interesting correlation here is that much of the
language surrounding the process movement and the language surrounding sports discourse is
alarmingly similar which further contributes to this idea that student-athletes are partaking in
interesting composing practices on the field. These different ideas of practice, planning,
audience, play, technique, craft, revision, reflection, contact zones, organization, and drafting are
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echoed from the classroom to the field, where student-athletes are utilizing concepts of the
composition classroom in their everyday sports discourse and sports practices through the
language of their bodies.
It is because of this idea of embodied rhetoric within sports discourse that I am drawn to
an interview that I will reference in the next section with an operations coach one of the
universities from my study; a university located in the northeast. Throughout our interview he
continuously referenced notions of play, practice and review. Although this particular coach
made it known that he did not see much of a correlation between student- athletes composing on
the field and student-athletes composing in the classroom, I believe there is a fundamental
connection between the two as much of the theory and pedagogical implications surrounding the
field of Composition and Rhetoric share a similar language and ideology about learning and
understanding.

Practice and Play: Specific Parallels Within Each Field
When I think of the idea of the process movement within Composition and Rhetoric, I
immediately associate the scholars involved as being the free-thinkers of the field. The
individuals who believed the composer should “go with the flow” or experiment with different
techniques to see what works best for them. While writing shifted to become more based on
identity within this movement there were also extremely important concepts regarding
composing that were introduced and ones we still use today. In his book Writing Without
Teachers, Peter Elbow praises the idea of freewriting, an act that consists of simply writing down
“automatic writing, “blabbling”, or “jabbering” as a means of improving one’s writing (1).
Elbow explains that “the most effective way [he] know[s] to improve your writing is to do
freewriting exercises regularly. At least three times a week” (1). What I think is interesting here
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is this notion of freewriting as a regular exercise and a repetitive notion. In this sense, freewriting
is a form of practice that is used in order to help the composer get better at conveying their
meaning. Additionally, these exercises need to be practiced regularly in order to get better at
them.
Donald Murray shares these similar viewpoints but takes the process a step further in
“Teach Writing as a Process, not Product.” Murray references experienced instructors who use
their numerous years of training in order to teach and assess different writing assignments.
However, the larger understanding and awareness, comes from the practice that leads up to it:

The writing process itself can be divided into three stages: prewriting, writing, and
rewriting. The amount of time a writer spends in each stage depends on his personality,
his work habits, his maturity as a craftsman, and the challenge of what he is trying to say.
It is not a rigid lock-step process, but most writers most of the time pass through these
three stages (Murray 4).

Depending on how strong the writer is at their craft, it will result in how they move to the next
phase of writing. Murray points out that this space to work through the processes is extremely
important and allows for a more comprehensive product.

As composition instructors, we are often encouraging our students to practice and play
with their writing. We do this through engaging in mini lessons about conclusions or thesis
statements, encouraging students to work in steps and stages, and incorporating drafting into our
syllabi in order make room to clarify meaning—just to name a few. It is not uncommon to hear
an instructor in their office telling a confused or blocked student to “Give it a shot!” or “Try it!”
when it comes to an idea they have for their writing. The idea here being that at the end of the
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day, the student will be able look back at what they’ve played and practiced with to see what
they might consider moving forward with and figure out how to adapt or hone in their skill to
produce the best possible outcome. Interestingly enough, these exact same skillsets are
transferable from the field of composition and rhetoric to the football field, basketball court, and
many other sports arenas. In fact, for the student-athlete football players at this particular
Northeast University, their practice, play, and review processes are fairly intricate. Their coach
explains how, similarly to writing instructors, there are steps and stages to the learning process of
particular plays and movements within the sports discourse they are learning.

Northeast University Coach
With this aspect of the study, my research rests somewhere between Murray’s concepts
of process and product. While much of the success that student-athletes accomplish relies on the
final product on the field, the importance of practice, play, and progression of learning is even
more integral to the victory of these games.

The Northeast University football team where I conducted my study had just been
enrolled in a championship playoff game, so getting anyone from athletics to speak with me at
that time was extremely difficult. However, in-between meetings and setting up travel
accommodations, I was able to get in contact with one of the individuals involved with the
football operations. He explained how as university’s Assistant Athletic Director for Football
Operations, he was also involved with providing support for the student-athletes on and off the
field. After learning a bit more about the time he had spent at the university I asked him about
the importance of having student-athletes learn how to perform certain plays or movements. I
somewhat knew the answer would reside somewhere along the lines of, “Extremely important,”
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however, he was taken aback by my question as it was even more important than I had
anticipated. He indicated that it was the most critical aspect of what they need to do as athletes
and that the process is extremely important:

Coach: The way we set it up is the most effective method we have. We show them in the
classroom either on paper or on the screen and then we do what we call walk through
periods where we go out and do it in slow motion. So they understand exactly what they
just learned in the classroom and then we will do it full speed, you know, in practice.
There is sort of that progression of learning it in the classroom atmosphere and meeting,
walking through and having it explained to you, in a slow motion and very instructional
manner, and then going full speed with it.
With this reference to practice and the ways in which there tends to be a “progression of
learning” there is very clearly a connection between Composition and Rhetoric’s fundamental
understanding of practicing and playing within sports embodiment on the field. The coach refers
to the working conditions and the process of learning as coinciding with each other when
figuring out how to execute these movements. Then, with what the coach refers to as the
“walkthrough,” embodied rhetoric is introduced into the process.
When we are referring to the process of learning and working conditions behind what it
means to practice and play, we can consider a highly impactful tactic that is used to improve
communication within the composition classroom: the peer review process . In the composition
classroom, review most often occurs within the idea of peer review, rereading, or revising. Most
writing instructors would argue that it is the reviewing/revising process that takes the longest
amount of time when it comes to creating a composition. This is why many composition
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instructors incorporate several days between drafts so that students can re-envision their concepts
and continue with their creation.

At the Northeast University, student-athletes take part in film review which the coach
informed me takes up several hours of instruction throughout their week:

Coach: Some coaches give their guys specific notebooks so each week they have to go
through and look for specific things and take those notes and present them back to the
coach. [For] some it’s just specifically film review and we can track who’s logging in to
watch film and how often they do it. So we at least get an idea of who’s taking care of
those things on their own. And then each player will have a quiz at the end of the week
right before the morning of the game, or the night before the morning of the game where
they have to answer certain questions about what’s specific to that week and their role.

This Northeast University (as well as many other universities) use recordings of their
embodiment—referred to as film—as a way to allow student-athletes see the product of their
process of learning and working conditions. By being able to review their own plays and plays of
others, these student-athletes are constantly and consistently rethinking and revising the authorial
choices they make when it comes to their compositions on the field. While in some sports the
plays or formations are announced, in others (like women’s basketball for instance) the change in
play is used as a strategy to showcase who can make the best authorial choices and rewrite the
play as they go. These plays and movements that student-athletes are able to enact on the field or
on the court are their own form of storytelling, one which takes several weeks of practice,
review, revision, and play to get correct.
Behind every introductory composition course there is a teacher, and behind every team
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there is a coach. In fact, the terms teacher, coach, and mentor are oftentimes used
interchangeably. William Strong’s book Coaching Writing: The Power of Guided Practice,
explains the connections between sports and teaching through the use of language. Strong creates
the metaphor of writing instruction as “the game of teaching” and considers other different
techniques as coaching basics, syntax, usage, style, paragraphs, voice, imagination,
collaboration, genre, assessment, etc. He even draws connections to the different, yet similar
high-stakes situations that happen for both of these communities. The comparison between
“coaches whose players don’t always show up for practice and whose teams sometimes panic in
high-stakes situations” to that of “districtwide writing assessments or standardized tests” (Strong
3). In a lot of ways, it is those authorial choices being made in the high-stake situation that
causes the product to be successful or unsuccessful. Strong explains how writing instructors are
essentially coaches as this concept of coaching “exists in the relationship between young people
and the mentors who get paid (or underpaid) to promote language learning” (Strong 4). Teachers
and coaches share a similar language and ideology, and act as the support for the individuals they
are mentoring. Despite the many structural differences between academia and athletics beginning
back in the 1860s, in reality, teachers and coaches have more in common than meets the eye.

Composition in Athletics
Although this familiar language is a very important part of the learning process and
working conditions, composition and athletics share much more than language. When we think
about the many components that make up our teaching pedagogies we consider aspects of
learning, meaning making, even textual writing. All of these components are also within the
curriculum of a student-athlete. Previously, the coach mentions that “specific notebooks” are
given each week to take notes and presented on. This particular coach indicates that at this
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Northeast University the playbooks “can be anywhere from fifty to a hundred pages to start.” In
our writing classroom, this would be a hefty textbook. The coach further explained how the
coaches and team utilize the text:
Coach: We will fill in probably ten pages a week. And it’s not all about specific plays
and movements, some of it is a scouting report on what the other team is going to do and
all that stuff. And then we start fresh with a new ten pages each week.

With a typical football season lasting roughly sixteen weeks, student-athletes are looking at
carrying around a playbook that is more than 160 pages, alongside their other course textbooks.
In something as physically involved as collegiate athletics, the amount of reading, writing,
critical thinking, review, revision, etc. that is involved is quite remarkable.
Not only are student-athletes actively participating in their sport, but they are actively
theorizing, responding to, and composing about it, too. The scouting reports, which act as an
analysis of players from the opposing team documents the basic makeup of the opponent or
player, but it also mentions the speed of the individual, and other comprehensible data
surrounding the position. Student-athletes are essentially conducting a textual analysis of the
player and the situation. What moves can the player anticipate being made? Where will they
need to provide extra support in order to successfully achieve the play? These notions of theory
and practice aren’t something that is specific to one university. In fact, I found similar ideas
about language, text, and composing at another Division I university at the Southeast University
from a football player who held no association to this Northeast University coach. This
triangulation of data leads me to believe that some of these important concepts are foundational
to the makeup of many athletics departments.
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Southeast University Football Player: Dalton
The interview with this student-athlete was much easier to get than the interview from the coach
at the Northeast University. This is because this particular Southeast University was on summer
break which meant that the student-athlete was in between lighter practice sessions and wasn’t
required to take a full course load. The student’s willingness to be interviewed with me was
prefaced with the fact that they were able to find the time. After chatting casually with this
particular student-athlete prior to our interview, my basic understanding for the importance of
different positions in football is called into question. This student, whom I’ll refer to as Dalton,
laughs when he has to explain what his position does. He is a defensive back. His responsibility
is to guard the receiver and it’s a responsibility he takes very seriously. He uses the language of
working conditions in order to explains how his job is to cover the player who catches the ball
from the quarterback. For this student-athlete, none of the movements are possible without the
foundational instruction behind it. Similarly to how the coach from the Northeast University
explained the process and the playbook from his perspective, Dalton, a student-athlete from a
separate Division 1 Southeast University portrays his experiences behind understanding this
complex text:
Dalton: So the actual playbook is… they give us kinda a packet. It just has the difference
defenses and it has multiple formations in football. So many that I couldn’t even tell you.
It tells the different defenses how we’d line up against certain defenses in certain
formation. So the playbooks are probably about this thick.
He placed his thumb and index finger 2 inches apart, looks at it, and then showed me for
confirmation.
Me: Do they start out that big?
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Dalton: Well, we actually just got a new defensive coordinator this past spring so we had
to learn an entire new defense in fourteen practices. So about 3 or 4 weeks. It was really
difficult just learning.
What is fascinating here is the fact that Dalton is not only able to successfully understand, retain,
and write about an entire set of defensive positions, but is able to do the same for an entire new
set of positions for a new coach in about 3 or 4 weeks. Dalton explained how there is a lot of
theorizing that goes on during practices. In this particular program, the coaches understand that
most of student-athletes have a preference for tactile and kinesthetic instruction, so they optimize
on the student-athlete’s strengths by showing a lot of film, a tactic I have come to understand as
standard in most football programs. He explained this process of learning was difficult, but he
was able to do it through writing, and his embodiment:
Dalton: Yeah they ask a lot of questions and even in season we get tests. We get tests at
the end of every week. So we watch film on the team that we are playing and then at the
end of the week [the coach] asks questions and he gives you a test to make sure you were
watching the film and to make sure you know what to look for. Some of the questions
will be like, so when they are in this formation, what do they mostly do in this formation?
So we kinda went over it all week but then you also have to watch it on your own. It will
give you scenarios and you have to answer it. Like, draw up where your position will be
and it will have the formation and you kinda just have to draw wherever everyone would
be at. They actually grade it and turn it back into us the day before the game. And kinda
go over it and make sure everyone understands the ones people they got wrong.

As I listened to this student-athlete and student-writer talk about his experiences with learning
his position, I am reminded of the classes I teach as a composition instructor. While Dalton
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referred to the assessment of his experiences as “tests,” to me, these notions of group discourse
and critical thinking through discussion questions are something that would most likely take
place in the brainstorming session of any writing class. I would ask my students things like:
•

Why do you want to go in this direction?

•

What will you do next?

•

Why do you think this choice would be the best way of explaining this point?

This assessment the coaches use in order to get the student-athletes to understand what is going
on with their position, is similar to a form of conferencing with a student. It helps to pinpoint the
student in the right direction, while offering feedback, perspective, and guidance so that their
overall product can be successful. Dalton goes on to explain how football players earn a “football
IQ” a term I learned is unique to sports through appropriately getting this information correct.
Dalton explains how one’s football IQ is treated essentially like a class grade and it goes up the
more you understand and can anticipate:
Dalton: …not every player is able to do this. We have a bunch of guys that can but there
are some guys that struggle picking it up. I’m one of the guys on the team that can do
this. There’s a football IQ it’s a basic IQ and it’s to the point where you’ve got to know
dividers on the field so if he lines up here, you have to go to a different leverage. Then
it’s like, oh you see the formation and how it’s lined up, you should expect him to run
this route. That’s kinda the next football level. This is 90-95% of the team can do this.
And then there’s a whole ‘nother level. Maybe 4 or 5 of us on the team are at that level.
And I couldn’t even break it down for you. It’s really difficult to understand.
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The parallels of working within the sports discourse community and academia are strong. I will
return to Dalton later on, but for now it is clear that writing and athletics both share a particular
process. In theory, student-athletes could transfer these skills from the field to the classroom, but
in practice, it is easier said than done.

The University, NCAA, and Department of Athletics as Sponsors of Literacy
In the article “Are Athletes Also Students? The Educational Attainment of College
Athletes” Dean A. Purdy, et al, looks at how the evidence from their 1982 study, “suggests that
while coaches publicly espouse that their athletes are students [and] athletes second, their
primary interest is to keep players eligible by whatever means” (Dean A. Purdy, et al 439). There
is a focus on a type of quid pro quo relationship between the university in the form of education
in exchange for participation in games, practices, and competitions. Although this study was
conducted in 1982, these similar notions can be extended to present day when we look at how
literacy sponsorship takes place in the life of a student-athlete. Even right now in 2021, during a
pandemic, some colleges and universities have spent hundreds and thousands of dollars in
protective gear and testing in order to keep their players playing their sport through the season.
Despite the fact that student-athletes will come in contact with many different people from other
states, universities are pushing for them to compete in athletics. In many ways, the NCAA and
the University, and Department of Athletics themselves are the literacy sponsors for the studentathletes. In her book Literacy in American Lives, Deborah Brandt defines literacy sponsors as
“any agents, local or distant, concrete or abstract, who enable support, teach, and model, as well
as recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold, literacy—and gain advantage by it in some way” (19).
Oftentimes the numerous student-athletes who inhabit our classrooms wouldn’t be there if it
weren’t for this sponsorship.
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Brandt explains, how “[s]ponsors are delivery systems for the economies of literacy, the
means by which these forces present themselves to—and through—individual learners. They
also represent the causes into which people’s literacy usually gets recruited. Sponsors are a
tangible reminder that literacy learning throughout history has always required permission,
sanction, assistance, coercion, or, at minimum, contact with existing trade routes” (19). In many
ways, the language between sports discourse and literacy sponsorship are similar; this idea of
recruitment is echoed in the recruiting of the student-athlete to play their sport for the university.
“Are Athletes Also Students? The Educational Attainment of College Athletes” further explains
how the student-athletes feel as if, “they ‘owe’ their coaches their attention because these
coaches are paying the bills. This creates a role conflict student-athletes, with the student role
often being neglected or de-emphasized” (Dean A. Purdy, et al 445). The definition of literacy
sponsorship reinforces the structural idea of academia that student-athletes need permission to
gain literacy, and that they are indebted to the individuals who make it possible. In this way,
many student-athletes would not be able to partake in writing classrooms, or the university in
general if it weren’t for their sponsorship and the composing done by their bodies on the field.
And for many, it weren’t for the sponsorship of the university, there’s a likely chance that many
of the student-athletes wouldn’t be able to find a way into writing classrooms in the first place.
Dalton points out that it is this exact setup that causes him a lot of pressure because
athletics have become his livelihood. If he can’t perform, then he can’t play. If he can’t play, he
will be cut from the team:
Dalton: I always joke around and say we are athletic-students because a lot is managed
from us from the athletic standpoint that it’s like you have to meet these demands and in
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order to meet these demands sometimes you have to sacrifice your school. Honestly. If
you want to be able to really take it to the next level and play and be a starter…
Dalton went on to explain how it is difficult to balance the two identities:
Dalton: I ended up becoming a starter because I honestly took a step back from the
classroom and they take so much time from us already as far as meetings, and practice
and workouts and runs and then you have to, really to get to the next level go in and meet
with the coaches, and it’s like I know I’ve got two hours to study for this exam but coach
said he’s free from this time and I really want to go watch this film because I want to get
a lot of play time this week and it looks good for the coaches and you’re also learning and
trying to balance it out, and you get in there and end up leaving yourself 30 minutes to
study for your exam. You’ve sacrificed a lot being a student-athlete.
Dalton: I had an advising meeting while we were in practice and [the coaches] gave me
hell for going to my advising meeting and missing practice. And I was like well I thought
we were student-athletes. And then it’s really business because they need you there and
that’s how they put food on the table. If they lose their job or they get fired that is their
job. So they are really on us about football. They are on us as far as the classroom but not
nearly as much as they are on football. And I know friends who go to other schools and
it’s even worse. At least here they care about it and make you go to class.

To overlook student-athletes as an important group in our student population is to grossly
underestimate the diversity of our writing classrooms. Having taught over a dozen writing
courses in my career as a graduate instructor, I have had at least one student-athlete as a member
of the classroom community in each one of my classes. How exactly do I know this? Besides
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their willingness to share their identity with the classroom, instructors who have student-athletes
on their roster will receive a progress report update form to fill out and send back to the advisor
of the student-athlete. The report will be sent directly to the advisor, whose office typically
resides near the athletic center, oftentimes located next to or adjacent to the sports facilities along
with coaches and the NCAA compliance office. This sort of sponsorship can become
complicated when there are multiple identities at work for the student as an athlete and the
student as a writer.

The Self as Writer: Student-Athlete as Student Writer
When I asked my 10 student-athlete interview participants if they considered themselves
a writer, the answers varied from individual to individual. For example, a small forward from the
Southeast University Women’s Basketball team explained how she enjoys writing and had
always been told she was a good writer. However, she never outright states that she believes she
is a writer. Another forward on the women’s basketball team hesitantly exclaimed that she
“guessed so” based on the amount of writing she does for her Psychology classes. I found these
responses particularly interesting, so I prodded for additional questions, like “What makes a
good writer?” or “What is the definition of a writer?” Several of the interviewees explained that
they believe good writers are individuals who adhere to proper grammatical techniques. If the
grammar isn’t correct, then the individual shouldn’t be allowed to refer to themselves as a writer.
One Southeast University football player mentioned that while he didn’t consider himself to be a
“writer per se” he really enjoyed diving into research and writing papers. In total, 4 out of the 10
participants made inferences to believing they were writers.
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For other students, like the Southeast University offensive line whom I’ll refer to as
Callen6, the same question was met with humor:
Callen: Absolutely not. In no way, shape or form.
Callen continued to laugh.
Me: Okay tell me a little bit more about that.
Callen: Uhh, I’m just not into it I’m not good at it. Never really was passionate about it. I
could never really see myself, like, making it a living like having to write.
Me: What do you think the definition is of a good writer?
Callen: A good writer? Oh man.
Me: I know it’s a tough question.
Callen: A good writer. Umm, I guess being able to get his point across and people being
able to interpret it with the way he wants to interpret it.
Me: What do you think the process of becoming a writer would look like for somebody?
Callen: Probably lots of practice and uhh, probably lots of... what’s it called when you...
criticism. I bet they get a lot of that. I bet they could write a bangin’ paper and one person
reads it and they are like this is terrible and one person reads it and they’re like this is
incredible.
In this particular instance, Callen placed very little value on his writer identity as he mentioned
he was never good at it, nor has he ever been passionate about it. He equated being a writer as
one who makes a living from it, and this is not a goal of his.

6

We will return to Callen in more detail in Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning
Tools in Athletic Discourse when we talk about this student-athlete’s view of their writerly
identity.
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This answer is not surprising from Callen as he previously mentioned most of his day is
centered around football:
Me: How many hours are dedicated to your sport?
Callen: Uhh I think the weekly rule is like 21 in the NCAA but I’m not sure any school
actually follows that.
Me: Well you have your lifting, your practice, you have meetings...
Callen: Mandatory meetings, like, all the meals are mandatory everything.
Callen explained that if he had to break his identity up on a pie graph, he would feel like 80% a
student-athlete and 20% a student.
However, this isn’t the experience of every single student-athlete. With my research
questions surrounding student writer identity in mind, I am brought back to an interview with a
student-athlete from the Northeast University as it struck me as particularly interesting. This
student-athlete, whom I’ll refer to as Jason, challenges some of the previous notions I had
collected surrounding student-athletes as student writers. While I had previously seen many
student-athletes become distant with their work as writers, typically sitting down to chat about
their writing and beginning with, “This is a terrible draft” or “I’m not the best writer” this
particular student took ownership of his writing in extremely interesting ways. During the first
half of the interview, the student, who had run track and cross country for nine years, adamantly
referred to himself as a writer, talked about how he considered himself a good writer, and
expressed how others enjoyed his writing, too. As a sophomore and political science major,
Jason shows an interest and connection to writing:
Me: Do you do a lot of writing in your major?
Jason: I’d like to do more. I don’t really do a lot.
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Me: Okay.
Jason: Probably like one term paper a class really.
Me: Why would you want to do more?
Jason: Cause I’m good at it.
Me: You like writing?
Jason: Yeah.
Some context would be helpful here: this specific public Northeast University has over 600
student athletes, over 100 conference championships, and over 18 athletic teams. Although my
recruiting materials were sent out to each and every student-athlete at the school and this student
was the only response I received; and it was a rather enthusiastic response. Perhaps one of the
reasons he responded to my email about wanting to be interviewed was his enjoyment of writing.
Right away in the interview he situates himself as a writer, saying that while he does not do a lot
for his particular writing major, he would be happy to do more because he’s good at it. While the
student-athletes I have encountered in the past would not be particularly interested in writing,
therefore not particularly interested in talking about their writing, he was providing interesting
insight into the lives of the athletes who enjoy and wish to continue writing inside and outside of
the classroom.
As our interview progressed, commented on his favorite genres of writing and the writing
he didn’t particularly enjoy. I found out that there were specific genres of writing that he enjoyed
more such as humor and comedy writing, and enjoyed much less such as the research paper:
Jason: I feel like when I put forward a research paper, I feel like it’s just a mash up of
other peoples’ work instead of my own. Which is annoying.
Me: So previously you had said you like creative writing and more opinionated writing?
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Jason: Yeah.
Me: Is that more enjoyable? What about that do you like more?
Jason: I think it’s more my own work. And I feel more accomplished when I do
something like that.
He not only defies the constructs of the genre of the researched paper, but he frames his
argument in wanting more of his own voice in his writing. This sense of comes full circle for this
student-athlete when the work is more inherently his own. This reference to a sense of
accomplishment through writing echoes throughout the interview. In many ways, the taking
control of his “own work” and “feel[ing] more accomplished” when the words comes genuinely
from him, reinforces this idea of the athlete as the highly skilled rhetor and helps composition
instructors consider what we might do to foster this sense of accomplishment in the classroom
for all students.
What is particularly interesting here is that there was a disconnect between collaboration
and mentorship between what is considered school or academic writing, and writing on one’s
own. Jason enjoys collaboration on the type of writing and activities he wants to for himself for
enjoyment such as comedy or humor writing and his sports discourse, but he didn’t believe
collaboration was beneficial when it came to his schoolwork, like research papers or more formal
assignments:
Jason: …I did standup comedy in high school. And so like obviously that stuff I share
with people and then umm like, I think it would be cool to write for the tonight show, or
something like that, and so I’ll like write stuff down for that. And that’s just personal. I
haven’t shown anybody.
Me: That’s awesome. So skits?
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Jason: Kind of or like actually episodes or something.
Me: Okay, so is comedy writing something that you enjoy doing?
Jason: Yeah.
Me: How did you get into that?
Jason: My freshman year of high school there was a comedy club and there was a really
good teacher that lead it. It got me interested in it.
Me: Who do you like to listen to for comedy the most?
Jason: Umm, them, I really like Louis CK. I think people like John Mullaney and umm
Mike Burbank they are really good writers.
Me: How do you use humor in your writing that’s effective for your audience? Humor is
hard to write so I like commend you for doing it.
Jason: Yeah. I don’t know pretty much write anything down and it’s like trial and error.
What is interesting about Jason’s experience is that he enjoys writing on his own, as an
extracurricular. There seems to be more motivation and something more worthwhile when it
comes to the writing he does on his own, or with his friends, than writing done for the institution
of the university.
Jason: If I’m going to write something for school it’s completely on my own but if I’m
doing something extra it would be great if I could write with a group. But a lot of times
I’ll just write by myself.
Me: A group interested in writing in general or interested in comedy writing?
Jason: So like when I was in high school I was in a group and you came in with a list of
things you came up with over the week and we all just sort of shot ideas at each other
which helps. But now I’m just on my own.
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Me: Do you think collaboration helps writing?
Jason: Uhh, in like, in the sense of writing comedy yeah, but when I’m writing
my own stuff, I try to just stick to my own self. I like peer editing, but that’s as far as I
go.
Me: How come? You don’t like people chiming in on your writing?
Jason: I don’t know. I guess I just want it to be my own. I can take constructive criticism
but, then again I don’t think I’ve ever run into a problem where someone tries to say that
my writing is bad or needs to be corrected.
Jason enjoys collaborating on work that isn’t assessed through a graded system. He separates the
idea of writing on his own vs. writing collaboratively. While he enjoys writing collaboratively
amongst friends in his extracurricular writing, he tends to dislike others’ giving their perspective
on his writing. This is interesting, because typically, one would seek extra help on writing that is
higher stakes, however, Jason is a confident writer. This idea of collaboration on writing he
enjoys echoes within his sports discourse. He partakes in a team sport where the overall score is
dependent upon each individual’s score, and then the overall score added together. This could
perhaps be why collaboration on things he enjoys is beneficial for him; in a way, it is like a team
working together for a common goal.
He also explained to me how his parents were never particularly helpful to him when it
came to dealing with his athletic goals since they were not athletes themselves. However, it was
his friend’s parents who were all-star athletes at their universities, who acted as mentors for him
when it came to ways of helping him reach his potential. He spoke specifically about listening to
them and seeking out their help when it came to dealing with injuries and becoming a better
athlete in general. This type of mentorship and assistance was appreciated wholeheartedly for the
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activities that he enjoys (similarly to seeking collaboration for his comedy and humor writing).
However, when it comes to topics of instruction for things he dislikes such as collaboration or
guidance and instruction for becoming a better composer, he quickly dismisses these ideas as
beneficial:
Jason: I wrote some stuff last year that I liked in my English class. More of those like
reflections on other pieces of work like songs and movies. And I just started writing other
stuff more.
Me: Okay, so it was this class that made you kind of like [writing]?
Jason: I don’t want to give it credit but [laughs] I guess. But then again maybe like I
don’t know I’m not a writer because I don’t like publish anything.
In some ways, this athlete would rather relinquish his identity as a writer than give credit to this
instructor he didn’t like as having influenced him or helped play a role in his development as a
writer. While he initially saw himself as a writer at the beginning of the interview and then
changes his stance toward the end, one must question the role of the mentors, or individuals
surrounding literacy practices as having a great influence in the ways student-athletes
understand, see, or don’t see themselves as writers.
Although Jason adamantly referred to himself as a writer, many of the experiences I
collected from student-athletes at the Southeast University felt the exact opposite. For
example……

Claims and Findings
When we look very closely at the very practices of two specific athletics programs, we
can walk away with a better understanding of an important community of writers in our
classroom: student-athletes. What this chapter has brought to light through the testimonials of
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Dalton, Jason, Callen, and the football Coach, is that student-athletes are being asked to juggle
multiple identities in the university at once. For a student like Jason from the Northeast
University, it can be easy because he found comfort and solace in his enjoyment for writing
comedy. While he didn’t particularly enjoy help in collaboration when it came to his classmates
commenting on his writing, he did consider himself a writer in the traditional sense because he
had the confidence to believe he was a good one. On the other hand, Dalton, the defensive back
from the Southeast University explained how he would refer to himself and his friends as athletestudents, placing emphasis on the athlete first. In the same vein, Callen would deem 80% of his
identity geared towards student-athletes and 20% geared toward student. This constant battle can
cause the student-athlete to have to decide between studying for an exam for their history class,
or pushing themselves harder on the field so they can play in a starting position. This is a lot of
pressure for a college student, especially when their education is technically sponsored by the
very institution that requires them to play their sport.
What we can also see from the interviews and discussion of literature in this chapter, is
the connections between the field of composition and rhetoric and athletics discourse. Much of
the language within the two fields are the same, and the two share similar processes of learning.
However, while coaches are more likely to be able to reach out to students who have a
preference of learning through embodiment, instructors at the university are not. There will be a
larger discussion of this in Chapter 3. Embodied Composing and Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and
Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic Discourse regarding the specific processes of learning.
However, it is first important to recognize that much of the language between sports and
composition is shared, and the ideologies around processes are the same.
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Lastly, I have discovered that in our field, there is a general disrespect and lack of
understanding for the work student-athletes do. While there is a lot of talk about acceptance in
the field of Composition and Rhetoric, there is also a lot of sarcasm around the types of topics
that student-athletes like to write about. This sarcasm undoubtedly helps contribute to the
student’s lack of writerly identity within the classroom. If a student-athlete spends over 20 hours
a week of their time dedicated to their sport it becomes a large part of their identity. As we
learned from Callen, some students are required to spend every meal with their teammates. This
is an extremely important discourse community they are a part of, and it is disrespectful for
professors tell them they are not able to write about that aspect of their life . The work studentathletes do in their sport is intellectual and rhetorically savvy. We respect other fields of study
but we continuously disrespect this one. This is a field of study that they are experts in, so why
are we avoiding bringing these strengths into our classroom?
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CHAPTER 3. Embodied Composing
Overview
Drawing from the experiences documented in Chapter 2. The Student-Athlete and the
Student-Writer, this chapter further examines the concepts of literacy sponsors and briefly
explores the literacy practices and processes of learning that occur within sports discourse. This
chapter goes more in-depth regarding how this information is presented to the student-athletes by
the coaches and then, in return, understood by the student-athletes. These teaching and learning
methods result in a form of embodied composing that is then communicated to the audience in
games and practices. In order to understand how information is relayed to student-athletes, I
triangulate the data from the coach to the student-athlete, to the physical formation and execution
of the bodily movement. This chapter makes the argument that there are highly sophisticated and
complex literacy practices occurring in sports and practices that would make our initial sarcastic
assumptions about sports discourse, entirely incorrect.
My claims will then solidify the immense forms of literacy that is happening in the
process of learning for student-athletes, and keep discrete the multiple different modes that are at
play here. By returning to the findings in the previous chapter regarding the careful care and
consideration given by the Northeast University football coach to ensure student-athletes fully
understand how to execute their plays, we can begin to understand that literacy is a strong part of
what helps student-athletes learn their sport. Additionally, not only are student-athletes
extremely literate in sports discourse, but they are highly skilled in embodied rhetoric, and using
their sensory literacies; a skill that is a foundation of our field, but one that we do not often call
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enough attention to. We may reconsider what it means to compose or communicate and work
towards highlighting these extracurricular skills and utilize them academic purposes.

Composing in the Classroom and on the Field
In many ways, some of the aforementioned mentors in the lives of student-athletes at the
university—coaches, athletic departments, academic advisors, compliance officers, the NCAA,
etc.— may double as a sponsor of literacy. Deborah Brandt’s definition suggests a quid pro quo
type of relationship in which the student is receiving access to the composition classroom and a
college education in exchange for being an athlete at the university and winning games,
competitions, and titles. Literacy education specialist, Julie Cheville, examines this in her book,
Minding the Body, What Student-Athletes Know About Learning. She explains, “According to a
1987 study sponsored by the Presidents Commission, a subcommittee of the National Collegiate
Athletic Association (NCAA), 50 percent of those intercollegiate student athletes interviewed
acknowledged a feeling that they lacked control of their academic lives” (3). For any college
student, finding the time to prioritize your schoolwork can be difficult. Specifically, for studentathletes, imagine needing to base your homework and study hours around over 20 hours of
additional intercollegiate extra curriculum.
While that study was conducted by the NCAA in 1987, information continues to examine
the time of a student-athlete. In order to work towards understanding the well-being of current
student-athletes, the NCAA the “GOALS Study of the Student-Athlete Experience” every few
years. The previous versions of these studies exist from 2006, 2010, and 2015, with specific
information about the 2020 results forthcoming. One of the findings presented in January 2016
about the 2015 results concluded, “Current college student-athletes are reporting more time
devoted to athletics pursuits than was reported in 2010. This in-season increase occurred across
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divisions and for both men and women” (NCAA 1). In this sense, it would appear to be a trend
that with each year, student-athletes are engaging more with their sport, thus taking time away
from other areas that might be of importance to them. For example, Meghan Durham, Associate
Director of Communications for the NCAA posted her article, “2020 GOALS study results
shared at NCAA Convention: Survey covering student-athlete experiences shows improvements,
room for growth” in January 2020 outlining the major areas of study: impact of early sports
experiences, time demands and balance, mental health and well-being, social experiences on
campus, and future aspirations. Under time demands and balance it is reported that, “Studentathletes in all three divisions report fewer hours spent on personal time or socializing with peers,
and all athletes continue to report lower than optimal hours of sleep” (Durham 1). This
information is extremely important as it is likely the 2021-2021 GOALS study results will be
less inconclusive due to the COVID-19 global pandemic.
On the surface, it would appear that academic work is constantly evaluated as having
separate learning processes, goals, and values that disconnect with the NCAA and goals of
student-athlete instruction. In reality, the lives of many student-athletes are completely engulfed
in literacy, not only in their courses they take at the university, but on the field or court in which
they play their sport. They engage in acts of reading and writing in the composition classroom
thanks to the sponsorship from the University, NCAA, athletic department, etc., but there are
also intricate literacies that happen as part of their sports discourse that contribute to their
understanding of language as well. They are also engaging in acts of reading and writing in the
extra hours they spend each week on their individual sport, and then their bodies enact these
rhetoric on the field as a type of performative literacies.
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Similarly to Dalton’s experiences, the interview I conducted with the coach from the
Northeast University, our conversation indicated that some student-athletes are engaging in over
twenty hours of extra sports discourse that includes quizzes, note taking, reporting, reading, and
writing. I use the interview with this coach to show the use of playbooks as a key aspect of
embodied composing within sports. In a sense, the playbook is almost like a textbook.
Northeast University Coach
Coach: So all our playbooks are still done the old fashioned way. We don’t have digital
playbooks. So each year, each player is given depending on their position, a standard
playbook that’s specific to what their position is responsible for knowing. And then
during the season they get weekly updates on that playbook with the plays and whatever
is specific to the game plan for that week.
Me: Okay. How big are the playbooks?
Coach: Well so the playbooks can be anywhere from fifty to a hundred pages to start.
And then we fill in, you know, probably about ten pages a week. And it’s not all about
specific plays and movements, some of it is a scouting report on what the other team is
going to do and all that stuff. And then we start fresh with a new ten pages each week.
The playbooks of the football players at this particular university begins with fifty to a hundred
pages, which is subsequently the size of a large class textbook. —However, each university
athletic program is slightly different so this may vary from institution to institution.— So, in
addition to the full course load that student-athletes are enrolled in which having some sort of
scholarship at the university allows for, the students are also being sponsored for their sports
discourse literacy through the use of the texts surrounding their specific plays within their
playbook.
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Similarly to my interview with Dalton, from the Southeast University, my interview with
the coach suggested that the playbook is actually just the beginning of the reading and writing
they have to do. In fact, some of the other position coaches on the team require their players to
take detailed notes on the PowerPoints, practice movements, playbooks, and scouting reports.
They then ask the players to do homework and report their findings back to the coaches through
writing. In Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic Discourse I will
outline how multimodality and tools for learning play an important role in helping the studentathlete learn and successfully execute the embodiment within their sport. In this sense, the
literacy practice of these student-athletes are extremely intricate, recursive, and wouldn’t take
place unless they were students at the university and student-athletes at the university. However,
a disconnect between the literacy practices of student-athletes and the adequate performance of
plays is apparent. While there are references to repetitive motions and the actual acting out of
plays during the interview, —a supposed tactile and kinesthetic learner’s ideal situation—a large
portion of the ways in which these student-athletes learn to enact these plays is through literacy:
Coach: We have a lot of players on the field at once and they all have to
communicate. And that’s something we stress and teach. I’d say it’s a different
type of communication than maybe writing... Some of our best players have been
guys who weren’t necessarily, like high academic. Certainly not bottom of the
barrel or failing out of school. But guys who maybe didn’t do exceptionally well
in English or something like that, but football comes easy or naturally to them.
But certainly the communication aspect and being able to express your thoughts is
a big part of what we do.
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Although the student-athletes the coach references in this section as having not done
exceptionally well in English yet they excel on the field, calls into question what composition
instructors need to do in order to get this type of result from the field and bring it into the
classroom. These particular student-athletes engage in multiple acts of literacy each day just in
their sport alone: first, they read about it in their playbook, they then enact this type of
composing with their body, they take notes on what they did, compose it with their body once
more, get quizzed on the material, and the final product is the composition in motion during
practices or games.
This would mean that while the University, the NCAA, and the Athletic Department are
sponsors of literacy for the student-athletes in exchange for them being able to play their sport at
the university level, the efficiency of being able to play the sport actually depends on how well
the student-athlete can use their literacy practices to read, interpret, take note, and enact these
particular movements. Despite the missed connection between the composition classroom and
the field often made by coaches, the two are actually quite dependent upon each other. If the
literacy sponsors want more effective athletes, and writing instructors want more versatile
teaching practices, the two must come together to make a compromise. For a player to keep their
scholarship and spot on the team in order to maintain the relationship between literacy and
sponsor, the ability to make meaning from text is an essential tool for the student-athlete.
Subsequently, the literacy sponsorship of student-athletes is multifaceted: it revolves around the
ways in which they are able to read, understand, and compose these particular plays. Because if
they are unable to read, understand and compose these plays then they are unable to continue
seeking higher education at an institution, which in result prevents them from entering the
composition classrooms.
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Football Playbooks as Embodied Composition: Dalton
When it comes to compositions, we have talked about what student-athletes like Jason
produces in the classroom and for his extracurricular writing. Additionally, when it come to the
literacy practices happening in sports, it is fair to say that this practice and process is equivalent,
if not more work, compared to a traditional writing class. Between the parallels between the
coach as teacher, practice as drafting, and theorizing as brainstorming, it is time to look at these
embodied compositions as a product. In a writing classroom, we would call this, the final draft.
For the athletics community, these compositions take 2 forms: the technical and the embodied.
The technical, which are the plays you will find in these 160+ page playbooks, are foreign to
anyone who doesn’t understand the technicalities of sports discourse. This becomes quite evident
for someone like myself, who watches sports but doesn’t particularly understand them. The fact
that I, and many others, don’t understand the practice and work that goes into making these
technical pieces of text look flawless in its embodied form, is a testament to the skill and
commitment from the coaches teaching these forms of communication, and the student-athletes
who are learning them.
Toward the end of our half hour interview, I asked Dalton if he would mind walking me
through the process of dissecting one of his plays from his playbook. He agreed as he took the
pen in his hand and flipped his consent form over to reveal the empty blank page. This was my
first encounter collecting a play during my IRB study and I was eager to see it unravel in person.
I had watched plenty of football games from the sidelines, from my brother’s high school
football games to taking advantage of the free tickets I received while as an undergraduate
student. But I had never experienced firsthand the breakdown of one, or the explanation of how it
would work in practice. I’m not quite sure what my specific initial expectations were going into
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the interview, but I remember thinking it couldn’t be too difficult to follow as there was really
only one main goal to the entire process. Get a touchdown, right? Wrong:
Dalton: I’ll draw a lead.
I nodded like I knew what he’s talking about but I had no idea what a lead is. He flipped over the
consent form he signed prior to our interview and grabbed one of the pens I had placed on the
table.
Dalton: This is, so this would be something they would write on the board. So that’s the
formation and we would call this 11.
The student-athlete started drawing four horizontal lines with labels on top. These labels (cloud,
palms, read, slice) meant absolutely nothing to me but I nodded again in appreciation for the
enthusiasm in his drawing.
Dalton: Because there’s one tight end and one running back. So, then we would line up,
this is where I would line up at, corner, corner.
He labeled the corner with “C’s”. This part I could follow.
Dalton: Then they have a nickel, safety, safety, end, tackle, tackle, end. Mike, Will. So
that’s kinda like our whole defense right there. So let’s say he yells out Palms. Palms. So
we all have responsibilities now.
At that point I was starting to get completely lost. I was unsure if Mike and Will were his fellow
players on his team or if they are just common technical terms or jargon in football. I nodded
again to show I was following along.
Dalton: This we call it read. So you’re reading number 2. He’s considered number two
and this is number 2. So each side is separate of each other so we do a completely
different coverage over here than what they do over here. His job is to read number two
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and if he goes outside under 50 yards he takes his man. So if he goes like this, and this
guy goes like this, he’s gonna take this guy and he’s gonna go take him.
Dalton was smiling. His hand jumped from the top of the page to the bottom of the page drawing
#’s and O’s. I wondered if he got as excited when he was physically enacting these plays on the
field as he was explaining this narrative way of the play.
Dalton: He’s also reading number two. His job is the opposite of us. Once number 2 goes
outside, he cuts to one. If two goes inside he takes two. Man to man. And then this guy’s
job is…so he’s needed in both the pass and the run. So they run the ball they need him to
get here, because he’s supposed to fill the gap here. But at the same time he’s needed in
the pass. At the snap of the ball he’s looking to see if it’s run. If it’s not, he pushes off of
two and sits right here in the zone. The Mike linebacker matches the running back, that’s
his job. And then over here we would be in cloud.
He looked at what he wrote and then looked at me.
Dalton: We call this “Read.”
I pointed to the “M” and “W” which I believed were abbreviations of “Mike” and “Will” but I
was still unsure.
Me: So you have your own vocabulary for this then? Different terms?
Dalton: Yeah.
He traced the corresponding term with the pen.
Dalton: So then this would be cloud. So cloud is cover 2 and you just have to know that.
I took mental notes. Okay, yes. I just have to know that. How do I just know that?
Dalton: Basically what that means is he’s going to come up and jam this receive and he
sinks to his landmark and he sinks to 12 yards. The numbers mean the numbers on the
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field. He covers that little gap there and this guy plays curl so if he’s here. So one of the
routes they’d possibly run is, they would go here, drag form across and then take this
tight end here and run a corner. They’d do this because… oh, or another thing they love
to do is they bring him and do a hitch. They’ll jump up on that because they are supposed
to sync to 12 yards. We are 4 yards off the ball. So, if he has a lot of space. That’s why
we are taught to sync. Once we sync this guy will block him so he can’t run inside. Push
out to this right here. And that’s just one play.
Me: One play?
He flipped the paper over for me so I could see what he was writing.
Dalton:

Figure 2. Dalton’s depiction of “Palms”
What struck me the most about this piece of technical writing, was how complex and
sophisticated it was. Not only does he (and every teammate) know what this means, but they
know how it is properly embodied as an effective form of communication. During the moments

78
where the student-athlete drew this specific play which he presented to me as “Palms” I could
see certain aspects of situated learning theory come through in his descriptions. He explained
how him and his teammates always felt more confident when they ran through the plays with
their position coach. James Paul Gee’s book, Situated Language and Learning: A Critique of
Traditional Schooling, explains this concept of situated learning as learning by doing. There are
several steps and stages that occur in order to achieve the acquisition of particular skills within
situated learning. For example, there are areas that must be obtained such as legitimate peripheral
participation, and apprenticeship before one can say they have earned membership within a
community. Gee gives several different explanations of how this can happen with concrete
examples. In reference to video games he explains, “the player learns in the tutorial just enough
to move on to learn more-and more subtle things-by actually playing the game, but playing it in a
protected way so that deeper learning can occur through playing” (Gee 70). By being able to
physically engage within these communities, the individual is slowly gaining access and
membership. This is where Dalton’s explanation of “you just have to know that” has the
potential to be extremely important. He is working toward becoming an expert in his field.
Ironically enough, his field just so happens to be a football field.
Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger explain this idea of ‘learning in situ’ or ‘learning by
doing’ (Lave and Wenger 31) in their book, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral
Participation. Learning by doing is echoed across multiple different disciplines and is something
that other scholars in the field have been fighting to make sure is a central part of education. In
addition to Gee, Lave, and Wenger, the previously mentioned literacy education specialist, Julie
Cheville, explains how learning with the mind is only one aspect of uncovering meaning making.
She points out that, “For nearly ten years now as a writer and a teacher of writing, I worry that
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theories of learning that essentialize the role of language undercut the conceptual significance of
the body…” (Cheville 139). There is a significant amount of practice, time, dedication,
understanding, and flexibility for learning behind figuring out these graphics. Additionally, not
only is this particular student-athlete learning the theory and understanding behind the graphic,
but he is able to translate this language to an action he performs with his body.
Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger would refer to the full understanding of these embodied
compositions as “legitimate peripheral participation” as referenced in their book. Keeping in
mind the theoretical framework discussed in Chapter 1, there are some similarities here but not a
one-to-one correlation. The act of memorizing and even further, understanding, these plays is not
an easy task for everyone. In this sense, we are taken back to our field’s initial understanding of
what it means to be a strong rhetor. Lave and Wenger explain, “A person’s intentions to learn are
engaged and the meaning of learning is configured through the process of becoming a full
participant in a sociocultural practice. This social process includes, indeed it subsumes, the
learning of knowledgeable skills” (Lave and Wenger 29). Not everyone can understand how to
convey these meanings effectively, but it takes a skilled rhetor to make it look easy.
Women’s Basketball Plays as Embodied Composition: Didi
Many of the questions I began asking as I started this project centered around how
coaches are able to instruct their student-athletes in the most effective ways. These schools that I
researched in the northeast and the southeast had multiple championship titles, playoff accolades,
and student-athletes that were eventually recruited for a professional sports career. Clearly, these
coaches were doing something right in their delivery of instruction. Lave and Wenger highlight
this embodied idea of participation as a component of success. They explain how situated
learning “crucially involves participation as a way of learning—of both absorbing and being
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absorbed in—the ‘culture of practice’ (Lave and Wenger 95). Perhaps one of the successful
aspects of the process of learning and working conditions that these coaches engage in, is this
continuous culture of practice. Based on the interview from Dalton, student-athletes truly believe
they are athletes based on their schedule and their day to day activities. In many ways, the
writing class is artificial. For that block of time and in that moment we exist as writers, and we
tell our students that, but many of them leave our classroom thinking this isn’t true. Studentathletes are in a culture of practice, engaging in these realistic events with an audience and
aspects of their wellbeing at stake. But inside the writing classroom, much of the writing isn’t
seen beyond the scope of the classroom and only exists as a form of assessment.
One of the things I learned during the process of these interviews, is that similarly to
instructors, each different coach has their own teaching style, their own objectives, and their own
goals for the student-athletes on their team sports. Didi made this very clear during our interview
when she emphasized how much of her instruction from her coach emphasizes how they need to
deviate from each play. Didi, is a small forward for the women’s basketball program at the
Southeast University. She is a Communications major and misses her family because she they
live a few thousand miles away across the country. She thinks moving to her current university
was a good decision because the curriculum is flexible for her. She started out in the kinesiology
program because she wanted to be an athletic trainer, but ended up in communications because
she likes people and has been told she’s a good writer. Didi spends a lot of time with her
teammates, who she considers her friends. Every member of the team has each other’s back as
they move around the court, and try to anticipate how to reconfigure their plays in anticipation of
the other team’s movements:
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Didi: Yeah, so we will have film. So each of our practices are recorded as well as games.
So each practice we will have, she might cut up clips and tell us look at this now this is
how a play is supposed to be ran but you’re not a robot, deviate. So you kinda look at
different options, cause yeah basketball is so I don’t even know. It’s like simple but
complex.
Drawing from the tactile and kinesthetic nature that I found from the other experiences of
student-athletes, the women’s basketball coach also uses film as helpful tool to review embodied
communication on the court. However, this particular coach uses the clips from the film review
in order to showcase different rhetorical situations that may occur based on the decisions their
opponents make in their embodied communication.
What I found the most interesting about this part of the interview is the echoing of
practice and play in situ, but the emphasis on deviation. When learners feel as if they have
reached the beginning stages of peripheral participation, they begin to use their own experiences,
own thoughts, and own ideas to drive their participation.—Similarly to graduate students
mirroring each other’s resumes for fellowship applications. Once the graduate student feels
comfortable in their delivery, they will begin to deviate.— Cheville explains how the goal is
intersubjectivity, and that is an important aspect of this embodiment. She explains, “Though
learning involved the interpretation of positional knowledge as it is taught by coaches and elder
players, the goal is intersubjectivity, that capacity to move beyond introspection to a reflective
understanding of oneself through the activity of others” (Cheville 71). While the goal might be
intersubjectivity and the way to get there is through peripheral participation, I believe this skill to
be something that student-athletes are capable of in their sport. I have labeled this skill as
Athletic Adaptive Literacy. Athletic Adaptive Literacy is when highly skilled student-athletes, or
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embodied learners, can read the rhetorical situation and anticipate the moves needed to have a
more effective outcome. Through quick adaptation, the learner can change their course of action
and produce a more effective form of communication.
In reference to the echoing I heard across interviews, both this interview participant
Dalton (along with many others) explained something unknown to me: their sport IQ. While
most individuals test intelligence through standardize tests, exercises of aptitude, or examination,
student-athletes have an embodied understanding of their plays. This means they have to
understand what the play is physically as well as mentally. The different levels of their IQ
describes different levels of commitment and understanding in their area of expertise. This
doesn’t just mean they can run through plays seamlessly, but rather they have to be able to
explain the purpose behind their meaning making. To be a student-athlete means more than
simply being strong and moving fast.
Me: Do you have to take notes?
Didi: I think it’s important if you were really invested in it. You’re watching the film and
taking notes. If you’re not, you might not take the notes. Then it depends on the person. I
have a very high IQ for basketball. I know this is what I need to fix. And some players
basketball IQ is really low, so you need the notes you need the extra study time. It’s just
like another class. and sometimes they do give us homework. So you go home and assess
yourself. Okay this is what I need to do better.
This idea of investment is key when thinking about learning in situ. Lave and Wenger explain
how “It crucially involves participation as a way of learning—of both absorbing and being
absorbed in—the ‘culture of practice’ (Lave and Wenger 95). Student-athletes are receiving
homework and doing it happily. Not only that, but they are dedicating even more of their free
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time to exceling at these tasks. Why do they not react to our writing assignments like this after
we give them feedback? What are we doing wrong?
After my understanding of this particular student-athlete and how it shares similarities
with the football player, yet offers extremely interesting new insight, I was curious what a play
would look like on the court instead of on the field. I asked if she would share a play with me
and she immediately began drawing:
Didi: So like you would have the one, and then there’s like different things. So like this
would be a pass, this would be a dribble over, umm the person you circle the basketball,
if one had the ball you pass it to three you circle it. Oh, then this is a drive, this is a four
player this is a screen.
Although the image was upside down I started noticing immediate differences between the way
these two athletes understood and explained their sport. Admittedly, I felt lost. I nodded as I did
my best to follow along. As someone who was conducting doctoral research, I thought I would
have a better understanding of this language, but it was something I clearly did not speak very
well.
Didi: So you know… So pass it to the three. Three has the ball now, the four player runs
up sets the three a screen. Meanwhile, the one, you know, imam start this two player in
start this player in the corner. They are running off the screen and now they are there.
This person is coming off the four player screen. They can either pass it to your two
player for a wide open shot. You can have your four player roll to the basket so you can
hit that option. And then your five player would not necessarily stand there, they can
roam the paint in this kind of motion.
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She went on to explain how the coaches would shout out different numbers that would act as
different formations for each play. When the coach shouted out “Three!” the players knew to
move up their position, change their tactics, and where to begin in order to have the most
successful play. While they were in position three, if the coach shouted out “Five!” something in
their mind clicked and they would move to that formation. Julie Cheville points out something
similar happening when she studied the Iowa Women’s Basketball team. She explains the theory
behind learning as, “a product of asymmetrical relations between the coach as teacher, older
players as master students, and younger players as apprentices” (Cheville 30). This Athletic
Adaptive Literacy allows for the student-athlete to read the situation and revise in the moment.
The student-athlete flipped the paper around to showcase the multiple different examples
of play. She presented me with this:

Figure 3. Didi’s depiction of a basketball play
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Unlike football, this play didn’t have a particular name. But the different dotted lines, full lines,
and giant swoops across the page were exemplary of different ways the play might play out. This
particular student felt comfortable enough in her embodied composition that she could explain
multiple different scenarios.
Me: And you’re just kinda figuring it out as you go along?
Didi: Exactly. It’s all about reading the defense. Because if she not letting the three
player come off the screen you gotta go this way. So then the five player has to switch the
side of the court.
I was completely in awe. This student (and many other student-athletes can look at these images
and understand how they translate from theory to image to embodied. They could glance at the
pictures I have presented to you and be able to explain an entire narrative behind their
movement. A five-paragraph essay in an image that results in immediate meaning making.
Although athletics and academia oftentimes are at battle with one another, they share this
common core value of curriculum. Lave and Wenger explain curriculum as “consist[ing] of
situated opportunities (thus including exemplars of various sorts often thought of as ‘goals’) for
the improvisational development of new practice (Lave 1989)” (Lave and Wenger 97).
Men’s Basketball Plays as Embodied Composition: Ray
Ray was the first participant that I interviewed from the Southeast University. He was
enthusiastic about meeting to chat because he had spent the summer on campus taking summer
classes and other than his coaches, teachers, and teammates, he hasn’t spoken with many other
people on campus. I learned he was a sociology major, he had transferred to the Southeast
University from another college, and his goal was to somehow play basketball in California for a
college or university.
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Interestingly enough, Ray’s first word was “ball” so his parents took that as a sign, and
enrolled him in recreational league at young age of 4. He explained how he can’t recall a time in
his life where he wasn’t playing basketball. It’s a major part of his identity and one that he is
very proud of. However, Ray mentioned that he hit a bit of a rough patch when he first
transferred from his old school to this Southeast University. In addition to moving across the
country, enrolling at a different university, starting classes, making new friends, and meeting
new teachers, Ray also needed to learn a new set of plays as he joined an entirely different group
of basketball players:
Ray: I actually think I learned by doing it. Like when I first got here I was struggling
with plays because we were learning them so fast. There’s so many of them. And then
like I told my coach, I was like coach I need to walk through this. So a couple of my
teammates stayed with me after practice and we went through all the plays.
When an athlete moves from one team to another, the language and plays change, so the athlete
must learn to change along with it. This means that when Ray joined this Southeast University
basketball team, he had to relearn plays that his other teammates already knew, as well as keep
up with the new plays as they were taught to him fairly quickly 7.
While that process is extremely difficult, it is interesting to point out that Ray’s
teammates were willing to step in and help him practice on their own free time. The teammates
gave him extra practice and help while working collaboratively. Collaboration is no stranger to
the field of composition and rhetoric. These are practices that instructors utilize in their
classrooms quite frequently. In fact, in “Collaborative Learning and the ‘Conversation of

7

Dalton mentions this same situation in Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning
Tools in Athletic Discourse, when he explains how the new football coach required all the
players to relearn an entirely new book in 8 weeks.
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Mankind’” writing scholar, Kenneth Bruffee explains how collaboration is almost like an
initiation into a particular community of communicators:
Teachers in all fields are counseled to create contexts in which students read each other's
work in progress. These contexts often involve formal group work in classes; even more
often, they involve informal work in groups outside class. In this work, students hear
their own and each other's writing voice. They learn, for themselves as well as for others,
that the tone of voice that puts writers on the defensive defeats writing. They learn that
they themselves often hear voices of this sort and that they put themselves on the
defensive as writers. Students working in writing groups are taught instead to ask where
their peers are coming from as the author of a given essay and where they hope to go with
the piece. Thus, writing groups, whether formal or informal, help students to learn how
writers behave and to become helpful and productive members of the community of
effective writers. (Bruffee 27-28)
In this scenario, the coach is the teacher that helped create an environment for Ray to work
collaboratively with his teammates. While Ray’s embodied compositions were not effective on
his own, he was eventually able “to become [a] helpful and productive [member] of the
community of effective” basketball players (Bruffee 28). This extra help was able to strengthen
his Athletic Adaptive Literacy and he eventually understood the new set of plays he encountered
with his new teammates.
Like any effective communicator, Ray worked with and listened to the feedback of his
teammates in order to improve. Whenever we talk about collaboration, the peer review process
and feedback are never too far behind. In “A Study of the Practices and Responsibilities of
Scholarly Peer Review in Rhetoric and Composition” by writing scholars Lars Söderlund and
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Jaclyn Wells, they explain how you have to be willing to engage the process, and “[y]ou have to
do the trial and error. You can’t just give it up at the first hard criticism. You have to do it again”
(Söderlund and Wells 132). The process of completely starting over on a skill or project can be
daunting to anyone, but student-athletes are constantly engaging in this when they move from
team to team. Ray was eventually able to become a successful member of the team and was able
to draw out plays from his new playbook extremely easily. When I asked him to walk through a
play on paper with me, he was excited to show off his skills:
Ray: Alright, so point guard is right here. And then the wing, he comes up. And he pops
out. And we have big man right here. And other wing pops out right here. And then we
got power forward. So, it depends whichever way he passes it. So let’s say the point
guard passes the ball right here, he has to go the opposite block right here. The block.
Me: So you’re anticipating where the other team is coming out and doing their moves
and then where you guys will move from there?
Ray: A huh. And then he has to come right here. And then the wing will come up. This
wing will come up. And depending on what the defense is doing they can pass the ball to
one another and then they alternate. And it just keeps going like that until the defense
either messes up or someone breaks and we score.

Figure 4. Ray’s depiction of a basketball play
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My mind returns to this concept of Athletic Adaptive Literacy as Ray maps out the multiple
different ways this play could go. He draws lines in different directions to anticipate the moves
of his opponents and plans ahead for different scenarios. With a small redirection from his coach,
Ray’s mind can reread the rhetorical situation, and place himself in the best position to execute
his message.

Claims and Findings
Although these student-athletes may not be writing down their experiences with words
like we might in a First-Year Composition classroom, there is a language at play here that is
deeper than words. It is an experience that encompasses the mind and the body and creates an
embodied form of expression that is communicated to the audience. This chapter claims that
student-athletes literacy practices are extremely intricate and complex. In fact, it takes a high
skilled individual with a deep understanding of literacy and language to engage successfully in
Athletic Adaptive Literacy. The extremely detailed plays presented to us from Dalton, Didi, and
Ray are evidence that these student-athletes understand these plays thoroughly in theory and in
practice. They are not simply figuring things out as they go, but rather making sequential
rhetorical choices based on their knowledgebase of this subject. They are the masters of the
language on their field.
What is interesting here, is the reality that the student-athletes I interviewed are unable to
make the connections between their experiences of learning with their team, and their
experiences of learning in the classroom. I assert that while we know student-athletes can
execute these extremely complex moves and understand the complexities of where and why they
are engaging in a certain movement, the coaches are highly effective in their instruction of these
plays. They modify the learning techniques to fit every single player and incorporate multiple
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different preferences for learning. The pedagogical innovations that are used by coaches are far
more advanced at addressing the needs of diverse learners. These coaches are acting as teachers
and tackling the rhetorical context of their play extremely successfully. This leads us to question,
how can we do that in the writing classroom? While college instructors typically teach the way
that makes them the most comfortable, coaches systematically set up their instruction for
universal design and allow for multiple different learning perspectives. These perspectives are
further examined in Chapter 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic
Discourse where I look at the different ways that multimodality may play a role in effective
instruction.
Perhaps what we need to take away the most from this chapter, is that student-athletes
engage in extremely complex literacy practices that they are unaware of. Until now, we were
unaware of them, too, which makes it easy to continue disconnecting sports from academia, and
keep contributing to the overgeneralized understanding of student-athletes. We must continue to
question how we might adapt successful instruction from coaches. Can we use model essays to
be like a playbook? What are the different ways that our field might engage in this type of
learning?
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CHAPTER 4. Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic
Discourse
Overview
Out of the 10 interviews conducted with student-athletes from the two different Division
1 athletic program, 8 of these students mentioned using multimodality in order to learn their
sport. The use of this multimodality spanned across several sports teams. This chapter looks at
several interviews from student-athletes when discussing their experiences in using different
digital tools to learn plays for their sport. I will use specific stories from student-athletes like the
Northeast University football coach, the players from the Southeast University like Callen,
Jasmine, and Joe in order to elucidate these sophisticated learners and understand the ways that
they learn best in their preferred learning environment. I explore how film review and aspects of
their LMS help student-athletes on the football team better understand their responsibilities and
execute their movements on the field. Through an interview with the coach from the Northeast
University, we explore the concept of virtual reality (VR). Although this particular aspect of
multimodal learning wasn’t mentioned as a tool used specifically within these two Division I
universities, VR is becoming more common as a means for learning in more elite intercollegiate
athletic programs as well as in professional sports. Additionally, this technology is used for many
other communities to exhibit real lifelike examples of occurrences in order to work through one’s
reactions and revise thought processes.
We will also look at an interview from the Southeast University women’s basketball
player, named Jasmine, as she explains how her instructors use technology in order to make
learning something fun rather than an extra cause of stress for the student-athletes. In doing this,
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I explore how multimodality occurs in classrooms, how it functions in the field of composition
and rhetoric, and lastly, how these digital tools lead to a more inclusive way of learning for
individuals with different preferential learning styles. This chapter pays particular attention to the
different forms of multimodal learning that happens in classrooms and examines coaches as
highly skilled educators who alter their plans of instruction in order to accommodate the multiple
preferential learning styles they have on their team.

Multimodality in the Writing Classroom
In 2004, the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) released a position
statement on multimodal literacies. Prior to this statement, there was an increased interested in
multimodality as sites of research, potential ways to teach classes, and ways to create different
composition. This became a troubling and confusing area for traditional instructors who didn’t
know exactly what would constitute as a composition, and furthermore, how would they grade
these new forms of communication that students so desperately wanted included in their
curriculum. However, it is undeniable that students are now bringing to class with them, an
abundance of knowledge for different forms of meaning making. Although this statement was
produced over sixteen years ago, so much more about technology has changed and so much more
can be done with these multiple communicative modes.
According to the NCTE the “[i]ntegration of multiple modes of communication and
expression can enhance or transform the meaning of the work beyond illustration or decoration”
(17). This declaration works to explain and confirm the claims that Hawhee, Knoblauch, Mills
have been saying for years: when we communicate, there are multiple modes working at the
same time as they exist “naturally and spontaneously. They easily combine and move between
drama, art, text, music, speech, sound, physical movement, animation/gaming, etc.” (NCTE 17).
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This is a difficult thing to consider for instructors who have learned to teach traditional students
in one particular way. Oftentimes this way is geared towards standardized test taking, and thus
the assessment exists only within the bubble of academia. These different types of compositions
include many different types of skills that we value in the writing classroom including
collaboration, organizing, revision, tone, and more. The NCTE even gives the example of a
dramatic production such as a play. They point out how this form of multimodal literacy,
“includes speech, movement, costumes, props, sets, lighting, and, sometimes, music and dance.
Beyond the performance itself is the need for producing appealing programs and advertising.
Any, beyond that are the persuasive verbal skills needed to raise funds to produce the
production” (18). In this sense, these multimodal literacies are still being taught and encouraged,
but the final product moves beyond the scope of a classroom. Their work has real world
implications.
While these ideas might push some instructors out of their comfort zone, we can also
think of some more traditional multimodal projects that still incorporate this type of
collaboration. For example in 2004, the NCTE suggested assignments including “brochures,
literary magazines, books, videos, or greeting cards” (18). Although our initial reaction would be
to question the access or ability to produce these documents, we have to recognize that students
are constantly being introduced to new technologies and “are often more literate in the technical
aspects of digital production than many of their teachers” (19). When we consider the digital
literacies that students use in 2021, the possibilities of multimodal communication are endless.
From Instagram, TikTok, VSCO, to Snapchat and Discord, we could continuously be using new
mediums to create assignments, assignments that students feel excited to complete.
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In the fall of 2018 I taught a Persuasive Writing course at the University of New
Hampshire. The course consisted of 24 students with majors ranging from political science to
chemistry. It was my first time teaching this course and I felt like I had no idea what I was doing.
I borrowed examples of syllabi from colleagues who hadn’t taught the class in a while or updated
their syllabus in several years. I understood the goal of the course was to incorporate multimodal
ways of communication in order to understand how to be persuasive for different audiences.
Although, I am considered a millennial and have a basic understanding of technology, I had
never experimented with this type of instruction and was nervous about teaching it. The syllabus
needed some revision as it incorporated assignments surrounding blog posts and Facebook
comments. However, after gauging the audience and learning that many students were unfamiliar
with blogging or only used Facebook to talk to their grandparents, I decided to alter that
assignment. While the students in the class explained that they didn’t frequently read or post on
blogs, they did, however, use Snapchat as a means of communication quite often. As a result, we
settled on creating short 1-minute Public Service Announcements. These continuous revisions to
curriculum are extremely important to have. As an undergraduate student in 2010-2014, I
remember receiving a similar assignment from a writing instructor regarding blogs and blog
posts. Never having blogged myself, or known anyone who blogged, I found the assignment
awkward and rather pointless. Many years later, the students in my class were saying the same
thing, so I listened to them.
We spent classes picking a part and analyzing why some advertisements, commercials, or
organizations were so successful in giving their messages. We looked at the 2014 Budweiser
Super Bowl commercial and examined the rhetorical choices made by those advertisers. We
looked at the huge surge in sales after the commercial aired in order to test its effectiveness. We
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questioned the rhetorical choices to use an adorable golden retriever puppy, and the slight nods
to patriotism located in the clothing worn by the farmer who so tragically loses his puppy. We
ultimately came to the understanding that Budweiser was extremely persuasive in nature, and
through the dissection of the multimodal process, we were able to explain why. The students
enjoyed this so much that they suggested doing this for Kendall Jenner’s 2017 commercial where
she is depicted as having ended racial injustices through offering a police officer a can of Pepsi.
Through the same process of rhetorical analysis, the students decided this was an ineffective
persuasive message. The connections they made were fantastic and I saw more enthusiasm in
that class when discussing those pieces of multimodal communication than any rhetorical
analysis essays my previous students engaged with. In the case of that class, the multimodality
added a level of familiarity, interest, and a renewed excitement in persuasion. The students didn’t
see it as something that was limited to the confines of the classroom, but rather they were able to
take these skills with them and apply it to things they encountered every day.
We also looked at memes and gifs to dissect what made them so persuasive. What was
interesting to the students in class, was how a small still image with words could create such a
strong message; a message many of them felt was difficult to achieve in an 8 page paper. When I
asked them to bring persuasive memes to class for discussion, the 2018 Colin Kaepernick Nike
ad showed up in several discussion posts. This told me it was something students wanted to talk
about and something they found highly persuasive. The famous athletic brand released a black
and white image of Kaepernick with words spread across his face reading: “Believe in
something. Even if it means sacrificing everything. Just do it.” (see fig. 1).
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Figure 5. Nike ad published in September 2018
Throughout the class, we spent the entire hour and fifteen minutes analyzing the image in such
interesting ways while looking at aspects of text, color scheme, image, wording, placement,
expression, and many other aspects of traditional written composition. We discussed how this
multimodal composition had probably gone through so many drafts, with the words being
revised and rewritten over and over again. We looked at remixes from other postings and
examined how people were using the image to speak for or against the message. Although this
image was several pages shorter than a traditional 8-page textual analysis, it was just as effective
as anything they had read or written before.
The students worked independently or in groups to create these multimodal Public
Service Announcements and the end results were truly fascinating. Although it was known that
we would be sharing our PSA’s with the entire class upon completion, students felt willing to be
vulnerable through their videos. One group in particular focused on a day in the life of a
University of New Hampshire student and all of the water that is wasted from basic daily
activities. We watched a reenactment of a student brushing their teeth, “showering” and doing
their laundry. Throughout the process, students began to see that they had so many authorial
choices when it came to their multimodal composition. Just like the NCTE multimodal mission
statement explains: “with the development of multimodal literacy tools, writers are increasingly
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expected to be responsible for many aspects of the writing, design, and distribution processes
that were formerly apportioned to other experts” (20). Students used campus resources and
editing technologies to create these public service announcements that ranged from
understanding or advocating for the #MeToo movement to the importance of water conservation,
and how to properly recycle. Later on I found out that some students posted their PSA’s on their
Instagram thus moving their meaning making beyond the classroom and understanding that their
multimodal communications have real world implications, and can be impactful and meaningful
in their own way.
I bring these experiences into this chapter to highlight the aspects of what we consider to
be important tools of evaluation within the writing process. In these PSA videos, students are
still able to work successfully with aspects of writing like tone, analysis, language, thesis
statements, examples, evidence, and more. Additionally, working with and creating these forms
of communication using technology were extremely impactful and meaningful to them as they
are using technology that is familiar to them in order to create content that eventually is used
beyond the scope of the classroom, and seen by an audience of more than their peers.

Forms of Multimedia and Multimodality in Athletics
As we have seen in previous chapters, student-athletes are constantly using language,
text, images, and more in order to learn and present movements in their respective sport. The
ways in which they successfully perform these movements are widely based on how effective
their overall embodiment of this language can be. In a lot of ways, coaches act like teachers as
they create a curriculum for student-athletes to improve their Athletic Adaptive Literacy. While
keeping our theoretical framework in mind, in which we understand there is not a one-to-one
correlation, we can see similarities and make some potentially helpful connections. Like we
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previously discovered from Dalton, this sports curriculum includes aspects theoretical learning
like scouting reports and also learning in practice with the use of walk-throughs. At the same
time, as we have learned, and will continue to learn in this chapter, coaches use multimedia and
multimodal tools in order to help students-athletes review and revise their movements, thus
contributing to a more successful form of Athletic Adaptive Literacy. There is a wide variety of
athletics programs at different colleges and universities across the country and the possibilities
for multimedia are endless. However, one thing is for certain, coaches use a combined
understanding of these multiple communicative modes in their favor. There isn’t just one simple
lecture where students sit down and coaches relay information to their student-athletes. In fact,
athletic programs are using interesting top-notch techniques in order to help teach to every
learner on their team. When I taught my Persuasive Writing course in 2018 and was having
difficulty stepping outside of my comfort zone in order to incorporate more multimodality in my
writing classroom in order to accommodate students, coaches are working closely with things
like virtual reality (VR) in order to replicate a more cohesive learning environment for their
student-athletes. While the football coach from the Northeast University explains “I know a lot
of colleges use virtual reality training and those types of things. We are not that advanced” there
are plenty of student-athletes who have the capability to learn with these complex tools.
In the article, “Virtual reality to assess and train team ball sports performance: A scoping
review” Charles Faure, Annabelle Limballe, Benoit Bideau & Richard Kulpa examine how
virtual reality or VR is used to help players understand and control particular situations. They
also found that VR is an interesting tool that can help assess the player’s effectiveness.
Throughout their research they were able to find out that “VR can be used to assess and train
team sport situations since it allows similar or even better (see for example Bergamasco et al.
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(2012) performance in virtual and real situations, and that VR can have a psychological impact
on players” (198). In their particular data collection sample, the researchers found examples of
VR with different graphical details which they refer to as LOD (level of detail) required for
sports performance application in VR.
In the specific example below, the higher the number, the lower LOD, whereas the lowest
number represents the fullest depiction of a real life embodied presence. While it would be most
efficiently understood that the lowest number with the most LOD would help a particular player
act in a more successful movement, they found that many athletes could read the motion cues
simply based on where the dots were located on the graphic. They point out that “a deeper
analysis showed different motor strategies with the lowest LOD, what could be explained by the
change of the well-known ball size and the important reduction of expansion phenomenon. In
another study with 12 professional goal- keepers, authors showed that, even if players took
information on both player and ball, information available on the ball was very important to
accurately identify direction of ball and intercept it (Vignais et al., 2010b)” (198). The research
concludes that this particular multimodal tool helps coaches and players to see different
perspectives of the play when being able to engage in this outer embodied experience. This helps
them both to adapt their playing strategy as well as analyze the interaction between players in
order to improve their competitive strategy. This is a helpful tool as it uses multiple
communicative modes to help players present their embodied communications more effectively.
It “new possibilities for assessment and training, as many coaches are now looking for new
training tools to improve performance, decision making skills, motor control skills, as well as
strategy and tactics (Miles et al., 2012) of players (198)” (199).
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Figure 6. “Different Level of Details (LODs) used by Vignais et al. (2009a): a textured
reference level (L0), a non-textured level (L1), a wire-frame level (L2), a point-lightdisplay (PLD) representation (L3) and a PLD level with reduced ball size (L4)” (198)

This puts the mind and body of the player into the scenario in preparation for it happening in real
life. More professional and college programs are incorporating these technologies into their
practice sessions because the realities are somewhat indistinguishable and it has yielded
productive results for those who have practiced with it. This is one successful way an embodied
composer can use multimodality to practice their meaning making, physically drafting with their
mind and body with goggles before working on the “final product.”
These studies not only looked at the individual performance by the athlete, but they
examine how these athletes engage with others. How they can anticipate the moves of others’
plan ahead, switch up their routine, or revise what they originally thought would work. They
explain how, “[i]n team sports, players are interacting with teammates or opponents, and
understanding these complex interactions is very difficult. Thanks to its ability to control the
situation, VR can offer solutions to better assess and train such interactions” (200). In
understanding the responsibilities of a rugby player, these researchers explained it was extremely
important to examine the different gap conditions in a particular situation. These tools allow
them to try out different scenarios in order to “judge direct effective attacking plays and make
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the right choice at the right time. As a consequence, his/ her ability to perceive affordances for
himself/herself as well as for the teammates is essential” (200).

Figure 7. Schematic representation of the different gap conditions used by Correia et al.
(2012)
These technologies are complex and allow opportunities that are similar to the rough drafts we
have in our composition classrooms. In fact, “Interest of VR to explore interaction with
opponents has been well established in literature, as it enables participants to face standardised
situations through tasks of judgement and/or action” (201).
These researchers are not the only ones to have dedicated time to better understanding
how virtual environments (VE) play a role in the teaching of sports. For example, Oliver Farley,
Kirsten Spencer and Livvie Baudinet specifically examine skill acquisition in their review paper
titled, “Virtual reality in sports coaching, skill acquisition and application to surfing: A review.”
Published in the Journal of Human Sport & Exercise these researchers from Auckland University
of Technology in New Zealand examine the advancements in 3D and 360° virtual environments
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and how this “[e]nhanced performance data (such as the physical demands and technical aspects
of a sport) better equips coaches and trainers as to the skills, movements, and physical qualities
of their athlete” (536). They explain how, “The learning processes that occur during sport are
characterised by complex displacements and movements, requiring a selective gathering of
information under a variety of environmental conditions. It has been suggested that when
learning sports skills, it is highly beneficial for athletes to learn a variety of skills in a single
training session and practise in a random fashion (i.e. the practice environment is very diverse
and challenging, similar to the demands of a competition or game) (Battig, 1966, 1979; Brady,
2004; Lee & Magill, 1985; Miles et al., 2012; Perez, Meira Jr, & Tani, 2005; Vickers, 2007)”
(536). Therefore, the athlete’s performance is, “dependent upon their perception, and ability to
anticipate and execute skills under time constraints (Craig, 2013). Within any sports code (team
or individual), the competitive environment relies on a diverse set of physical and mental skills
(Appelbaum & Erickson, 2016). Perception is fundamental to the athletic performance (Kulpa et
al., 2013)” (536).
What I find interesting is the intense learning processes that go into understanding any
one of these tasks. Thinking back to the explanation from the coach from the Northeast
University, we recall how he pointed out the multiple different steps that went into the classroom
instruction for the student-athletes. Once they were able to understand the technicalities of the
movements in the classroom, they moved on to the field and physically ran through the plays.
Similarly, Oliver Farley, Kirsten Spencer and Livvie Baudinet break down the tasks that athletes
engage in prior to enacting the final product on the field. As explained by the VR and VE
researchers, the first step “involves recording athletes’ actions in a given sport (537). The
recording of these actions allow an opportunity to “compare the subject’s movements in real and
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immersed situations. Latest video recording technology permits filming of a full 360°
environment with a single light-weight camera that can be easily mounted onto a participant (i.e.
head camera)” (537). The next step creates what they call “the virtual humanoids” and allows for
these multimodal tools to engage in movements. This could include a player catching, kicking, or
sidestepping a ball. The second step involves either animation of the virtual humanoids and their
adaptation to specific movements. It at this step that the researchers want us to understand the
distinction between filmed 360° VR and animated model or graphics-based VR:

Primarily, the 360° recorded environment does not allow participants to move around
within the environment or observe objects arbitrarily from any angle. Instead, a single
viewing angle is determined by the position of the camera when filming, and the head
movements within an HMD allow for the 360° immersion within that scene. Therefore,
interaction with the wider environment is non-existent compared to that of a computergenerated model where participants have the ability to control their point of view,
integrating the environment by switching to any viewpoint in the scene. However,
building computer-generated environments is timely, costly, and limited in its ability to
display full realism (Slater & Sanchez-Vives, 2016). (538)
The third step of the VR learning process is the VR environment. This integrates the VE’s
presentation, which is decided by the coach (or individual simulating the VE/VR) and allows
them to choose what tasks the athlete is to perform. This virtual reality and virtual learning
environment provides several layers in helping athlete’s acquire their skills. “It is owing to these
capabilities that VR has been implemented in studies determining visual perception during
interceptive tasks, particularly human action when catching” (358).
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Figure 8. An overview of the process of a virtual reality. (Adapted from Bideau et al.
(2010))
Virtual reality is a helpful and important tool in the learning process of student-athletes.
While VR can be the major component in the learning process for some student-athletes at
certain institutions, this was not the focus of my research. However, it is important to note that
these are potential possibilities of processes of learning that could be happening at universities all
across the United States. While we are standing at the front of the classroom and asking the
student-athlete writers in our class to step into the role of a writer, it could be difficult to do when
there is no synthetic environment for them to legitimately imagine themselves as one. In the
same vein, the two Division 1 universities I examined did not use VR or VE, but multimodal
technology did play an important role in the learning process for these departments.
Being able to communicate effectively while on the field is the most integral part of
being a student-athlete. By being able to communicate with each other they are able to
successfully execute their plays and thus communicate effectively with their audience through
gaining points and positions on their opponents. Throughout my interviews, it was made very
clear that a wide majority of student-athletes and coaches use film for means of review. This
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gives them the opportunity to see a version of their play in action, correct what perhaps didn’t go
well in that moment, and theorize about what they would do later on in the same scenario. While
these two particular D1 institutions did not use VR training during the time of my interview, this
multimodal learning technology has become a big part of the sports world for many larger
institutions. There are multiple NFL teams that use virtual reality in order to study their plays
and many college programs testing it out, too. The virtual reality goggles can physically put the
student-athlete in the moment of playing games and simulate real life situations that might
happen during an important moment of embodied presentation. From this willingness to
incorporate multiple learning techniques, it appears that coaches are outpacing composition
instructors. Coaches are addressing the needs of different learners from a variety of modalities.
This is something we consistently talk about as a field in theory, but coaches are actually doing
it. This is an example of embodied learning.

Representations of Multimodality from Two Division 1 Athletic Programs
As previously mentioned from the coach at the Northeast University, film review is a big
part of the technological tools used when teaching student-athletes how to perform the
movements in their sports. Specifically with football, it is important to note that oftentimes the
student-athletes who play football are operating with multiple coaches at once. For example,
while there is the head coach that overlooks the whole team, there are position coaches that make
up subsets of the players. The coaches have different methods when it comes to instruction with
their specific players:
Coach: …some it’s just specifically film review and we can track who’s logging in to
watch film and how often they do it. So we at least get an idea of who’s taking care of
those things on their own. Uhh and those are really the two big ways. And then each
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player will have a quiz at the end of the week right before the morning of the game, or the
night before the morning of the game where they have to answer certain questions about
what’s specific to that week and their role.
The football coach explains how the combination of film and running through plays helps to
cater to all types of learners:
Coach: One of the things we recognize is that, especially with, we have almost 100
players on our roster. Everyone learns differently, we try to be cognitive of how you
know each player within small groups how they learn. Some of them learn on the board
easily by seeing it, some of them learn by going through it, and we actually give them
like a simple sort of how do I learn test at the beginning of each year and have it on file
how we can at least have a better understanding of how each player can grasp concepts
While my previous experience working with student-athletes and administering this same test to
many other student-athletes--including Daniel, who’s results were tactile and kinesthetic--this
particular football coach actually explains that he feels there is a split down the middle between
the variety of different learners on the roster. It is because of this that the systems in place to
teacher these students explain that they need to try out multiple different methods in order to
cater to every single student-athlete on the team:
Coach: …some of our best players have been guys who weren’t necessarily, you know,
like high academic. You know, certainly not, you know, bottom of the barrel or failing
out of school. But, you know, guys who maybe didn’t do exceptionally well in English or
something like that, but football comes easy or naturally to them.
What I find particularly interesting in what the coach says here, is the fact that this coach
references the players who didn’t do particularly well in an English class, but “football comes
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easy or naturally to them.” While some individuals have different preferential learning styles,
perhaps we must consider that football didn’t come naturally to them, but rather, the extensive
learning processes that go into the makeup of the sports discourse, worked better with their
preference for learning than one from an English class. By being able to recognize this as an
occurrence in our curriculum, we must better understand these student-athletes by meeting them
at their preferential learning style. These embodied ways of learning, combined with a
multimodal understanding, results in extremely more effective instruction than what we currently
have in our writing classrooms.
Southeast University Football Player: Callen
These same ideologies about learning were echoed at the Southeast University from a
student-athlete offensive line whom I will refer to as Callen. Callen is originally from Alabama
and has traveled almost 600 miles to attend school and play football on his team. He considers
himself lucky that he is even able to play on a team because he had an accident his junior year of
high school, breaking his foot, which made it difficult to get recruited. At the time of this
interview, he was anticipating football camp starting back up and explained that his life would be
over for a while when that began. All of the student-athletes who I had spoken with about their
schedule, mentions how it is difficult to fit all aspects of their lives into their tight schedule.
Callen reflects on his most difficult conditioning camp during his first year attending the
university. He explained how and his teammates would report to their athletic building at 8:00am
and wouldn’t return back to their residence halls until after 9:00pm. This thirteen hour day is
typical for most student-athletes. Their schedule is filled with meetings, study sessions, practices,
classes, recovery training, meals with teammates, and weight training. He explained that when
the regular season began they needed to be in the gym and lifting weights by 6:00am. He pointed
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out that while it’s not always fun, they try to make sure to have some breaks built in there, too.
When I asked him what he did for fun he said sleep and ice his knees. He explained his life
become “all football. You don’t have a life. You don’t do anything else.”
Callen’s explanation of film review as a student-athlete is slightly more detailed than the
explanation from the football coach from the Northeast University. However, many of the
foundations of instruction are similar. Callen described the video and film process as
encompassing everything:
Callen: Umm, so the video, so, it’s everything. Everything in practice from stretch, to
indie, to 101s, whatever team. And our coach is absolutely crazy so he watches every
minute of film. Like everything.
Me: He’s your position coach, right?
Callen: Yeah.
Me: Okay.
Callen: So uh, yeah, so he’ll like analyze all your stuff and he’ll like, that’s how you win
a spot, like if you’re doing garbage you’re not going to be playing. But yeah he analyzes
everything and you come into film and he’ll pull up the good plays and the bad plays
what you should do better all that stuff and it’s usually two hours of that. You usually
leave film feeling like a piece of garbage but...
Callen laughed when he explained the critiques he would receive from his position coach. The
idea of having left film review “feeling like a piece of garbage” reveals to me that Callen truly
cares about doing well in his sport. He correlates the criticism as being a positive motivator as he
reflected on past seasons.
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While the foundational concepts and mechanics of film review appear to be the same
from each Division I university, I noticed a difference from Callen’s perspective of learning to
the perspective of the football coach from the Northeast University. While the football coach
from the Northeast University explains the importance of film review, he doesn’t mention that
the position coaches almost act as a teacher through immense amounts of preparation for the
student-athletes as they work through the plays via video. At this point in the interview, I am
reminded of myself as an instructor, and the endless number of hours that I have spent preparing
my course materials and activities, looking through different ways to engage students with
writing, and the ways in which I approach the important task of close reading, or critical
analysis. In a lot of ways, Callen’s position coach is walking his team through an analysis of
plays; discussing what is working in their performance and what that means for the overall
product, and figuring out ways to make certain aspects stronger through practice and revision.
While I believe Callen’s coach may have the opportunity to be very critical, similarly to
writing instructors, the coach wants Callen’s work to be representative of the time and dedication
he put into it. As a result, the coach stops at nothing to make sure each member of his team can
understand how to produce to the best of their ability. At this particular institution, they use the
video and film review to do this. However, they do not stop there. The technology they use
becomes embodied as they replicate the multimodal video into real life action:
Callen: Umm, well we do a lot of walkthroughs in like the film room. So we’ll move the
chairs and we will put the trashcan or chairs or whatever in front of us and we’ll just walk
through like assignment stuff and like, it’s like you can have one given play, the most
basic play to put in, and uh, people might move on defense and there can be six or eight
calls that change. So one little call can change the whole dynamic of everything.
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What is interesting here is the ways in which the coaches use the digital tools as jumping off
points for other forms of instruction. While the student-athletes visually watch the performance
so they can see it from a spectator’s point of view, they change up the learning preference (from
the visual and aural, to the tactile and kinesthetic) when they move the chairs and trashcan into
position to run the play. This is a very smart move because it covers all learning styles and
preferences while repeating the movements over and over again to learn. This is extremely
important, as I learned, the trash can or chairs can move to a different position at any moment,
resulting in a completely altered play with a different outcome and a better exercised Athletic
Adaptive Literacy:
Me: So how often then do you refer to like these changes or these plays when you’re
playing your sport?
Callen: Like in a game?
Me: Yeah
Callen: Oh, constantly. Every play I feel like. Yeah.
Me: Yeah.
Callen: So like someone moves from here to here and it could change the whole play.
Me: So you have to associate, oh this person just moved three inches to the left, we have
to do play 57 instead of 12?
Callen: Yeah, yeah. Just like that. And that’s like the quarterback. The quarterback has a
high football IQ so he’s sitting back trying to scan everything, people are rockin’ across
like oh what’s the play, taps and says the play, hikes the ball out.
Me: And moves everyone around?
Callen: Yeah, it’s crazy.
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Me: So do you know a play off the top of your head that you’d be able to write out from
your memory to a piece of paper?
Callen: Yeah, yeah.
These multimodal technological tools are used as a means to mitigate simply lecturing at studentathletes and only adhering to the one type of learner, as many instructors of the university tend to
do. The viewing of the film begins with theorizing, analysis, understanding, and close reading. It
then morphs into a physical embodiment of the digital tools student-athletes used to learn. In a
lot of ways, these student-athletes are performers; using their bodies to best create a language of
meaning making that moves forward a purpose in their sport. Similarly to Dalton, Callen flipped
his consent form over, grabbed a blue pen and started drawing:

Figure 9. Football play constructed after hours of multimodal film review
Callen: Uhh, it’s like twenty four. So what’re doing is, it’s like a triple play. So we’ve
got these dudes back here partying, we’re reading this guy, and we’re veering inhere for
what would be the Mike, and this guy is one on one over here, they are doubling up for
him, and he’s a man on here.

I asked if this is similar to the Mike and Will play I had seen earlier that month.
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Callen: Yeah, Mike and Will. So it’s Sam, Michael, Jack, and it just depends what
subfield you’re on. If you’re on the right you are right hash, and if you’re on the left it
kinda flips. So...

However, while it was the same play, Callen had a different understanding and interpretation of
it. He continued to draw.

Callen: So like, if someone were to walk up here then we would loop this guy like in a
traditional like, gap rules, so that he would have to spike here. Then we’d loop him. He’s
got to flow because he’s got two dudes coming. And we’re just gonna run it into him.
Like this. It’s just like basic stuff. That would be a hard call.
Me: Yeah so that’s basic for you? So just give yourself credit. If anyone else reads this
they have no idea…
Callen: Yeah, no it looks really bad but…
Me: No, I mean..
Callen: Yeah that would be 24 and it’s the opposite for 25 so it would be 24, 25, and
that’s just one play.
Me: And does this play have a name?
Callen: That’s it. 24 and 25. That’s just the scheme. But there’s 25 low, below, there’s
six tags to it, and then all the tags can change based on where the people are at. So…
He drew an arrow from the bottom-right “O” to the middle of two “X’s.”
Me: And if one thing moves you have to move from...
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Callen: Yes and if this guy wasn’t here, he was here, and there’s a guy here, we’d be
veering for him. And then we could pitch off...if he wasn’t here we would pitch off for
him.
Once again, I am astounded as Callen explains this play with such ease. I am amazed at the
student-athlete sitting in front of me who speaks confidently about his sport and can map out a
complex and sophisticated play; one that after several weeks of discussion I am still having
trouble understanding. I think about the time and dedication it takes to be able to become a
master of the language of sports discourse and think about my own studies as a PhD student
studying composition and rhetoric. This sports discourse read like a different world language,
one that I had trouble comprehending but one that Dalton, Callen, and Didi could hold a
conversation with ease. I am taken back to the stereotyped simplified depictions of the “jock
paper” and question why we would devalue these experiences in our classroom. Although I had
several years over this student-athlete, and many years of experience teaching language and
writing, as the individual conducting the interview on something that was supposed to be my
area of expertise, I felt as if our stereotyped roles from the cartoon had been switched. I didn’t
understand how these plays were translate, but Callen could read it like a book.
What is also interesting to note here is the fact that Callen became defensive when I
attempted to compliment him on the complexities of his play. Perhaps it was an incorrect
delivery on my part, but by explaining that this looks like a different language, I meant sports
discourse in general. However, it would appear that Callen’s immediate reaction when talking
about this to outsiders would be self-deprecating in explaining that his own depiction of it is bad,
but other times it is better. He quickly glosses over what he thought may have been a dig at his
intelligence in order to continue explaining the play to me.
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Throughout many of my interviews, overwhelmingly the majority of student-athletes
explained that film review was just one multimodal tool that was used to teach them their
movements. While the football coach from the Northeast University previously mentions that
they typically have 100 people on their roster, getting all of these students from this team, and
many other athletic teams to fully understand how to execute their movements is the key
component of their job. While virtual reality and film review are just two ways, several studentathletes also spoke about interactive quizzes on Learning Management Systems. While Dalton
previously mentions these tests as being hand written and turned in for class, the Football Coach
from the Northeast University uses these tools for accountability, in order to keep track of what
work the student-athletes are doing outside of the practice sessions. While this monitoring
technology isn’t available to students, it reminds me of the similar feature in my institution’s
LMS that allows me to see how often someone is checking in on announcements and important
course material. In this sense, this monitoring helps student-athletes stay on track for their highstake games:
Coach: …we can track who’s logging in to watch film and how often they do it. So we at
least get an idea of who’s taking care of those things on their own. Uhh and those are
really the two big ways. And then each player will have a quiz at the end of the week
right before the morning of the game, or the night before the morning of the game where
they have to answer certain questions about what’s specific to that week and their role.
These quizzes come in different forms. For Dalton, he recalls in person open response. But for
Callen, quizzes elicit emotions all about repetitions:
Callen: Oh yeah the quizzes… It’s just repetitions. Constant repetitions. I feel like if it’s
walked through or in a game or in a practice, we do the same for inside runs, so its uhh
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offensive line and backs and then the d line, the running backs. There’s no corners or
safeties or anything so it’s just like...straight up plays. And our schemes so we do a lot of
that.
Southeast University Women’s Basketball Player: Jasmine
While men’s football uses LMS for quizzes, film review, and the potential of virtual reality, the
women’s basketball team at the Southeast University attempts to make learning fun by using
multimodal tools to recreate a familial favorite gameshow: Jeopardy. The team originally would
have pop quizzes, which Jasmine described as very stressful. The coaches sense the tension and
changed their instruction to a more fun representation. Jasmine is a psychology major who is
taking one class during the summer: calculus. She explains to me how she has been playing
basketball since she was in sixth grade. However, it was not by her own choosing. She explains
how she has always been extremely tall and her middle school coach saw her in the hallways and
invited her to join the team. After that, it stuck with her and she decided to play at the collegiate
level. She enjoys playing basketball at her university and she finds the delivery of instruction
effective. Similarly to Callen, Jasmine explains the preparation the coaches do to prepare the
student-athletes to perform successfully for their games:
Jasmine: So like two or three days before the game like the coaches have to do research
on the other team, like stats and previous games and film and pictures. And they’ll have
like descriptions of them, they… like their position and height and all that for each
player. And they only put like the more likely to play better players on the paper.
She continued to explain the quizzing process:
Jasmine: And so that's on the paper and then the last page is usually like the team like
altogether like there. So if they're like really good offensive team and they rebound this
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much and they score this much and they have this many assists and the same thing for
defense also. And so as players, you have to memorize that and then game day we will
like get quizzed on that.
Me: Wow. So how do they quiz you?
Jasmine: So we play Jeopardy. Like, the coaches make a Jeopardy game like behind like
every question, there's like something on the scout. You just have to know it.
Me: That’s so interesting.
Jasmine: It's fun. They try to make it fun.
These efforts to continuously alter teaching practices, adapt to learning preferences, and attempts
to make learning fun help result in plays that are executed in successful ways. This written play
is one example of that.

Figure 10. Basketball play constructed after hours of multimodal film review
It is important to return to the NCTE’s definition of multiliteracies when we have seen several
examples of student-athlete plays thus far. The textbook definition of multiliteracies explains
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how there are multiple modes working at the same time as they exist “naturally and
spontaneously. They easily combine and move between drama, art, text, music, speech, sound,
physical movement, animation/gaming, etc.” (NCTE Address 17). These plays that studentathletes engage with in numerous ways of learning are actually extremely intricate examples of
multiliteracies in and of themselves. The combination of text, speech, and physical movement
result in an embodied language of its own that depends on each level of literacy for its own
completion. In a lot of ways, student-athletes are experts in productions of multiliterate rhetoric.

Thundercloud River
Joe was the only student-athlete who mentioned a specific application used to watch this
film. Perhaps it was the stance of his position coach, or perhaps it was something he and his
friends downloaded on their own. However, this particular Southeast University football player
mentioned Thundercloud River as a helpful resource to be able to watch and re-watch film in
order to get the movements correct:
Joe: We have an app called Thundercloud River and it's where you can watch film. So
we study film probably as a team or as a position group. You study film, I think an hour
and a half a day during the season and during camp. It's like four hours a day up there
watching film. Just learning the craft.
Joe went on to explain that having the ability to use this technology is really important because
there are so many additional hours that go into his learning process.
Joe: There's so many different things that people don't really understand, but you don't
really see from the stands, that it takes into just even running a simple route…There’s so
many different ways to read the coverage leverage where you want to position yourself so
that if you're not open, he'll be open.
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While this was my only experience or interaction with the Thundercloud River app, this
particular player found it fundamental for his learning. If he didn’t have the ability to pause and
look at the plays again, he wouldn’t be able to see the multiple different opportunities for
improvement.

What Multiliteracy Projects Bring to Learning Opportunities
This method of interactive learning is extremely successful for the student-athletes as
Jasmine and many others. It is evident that these student-athletes understand and take notice of
the many different ways coaches utilize technologies and multiple forms of literacy in order to
help student-athletes learn. Kathleen Blake Yancey talks about the need for this in her 2004
chairs address. This speech later became an article entitled, “Made Not Only in Words:
Composition in a New Key.” In her article, she provides reflections on the side notes about her
experiences in using multiliteracies through her delivery. On March 22, 2004, Yancey delivered
the College Composition and Communication chair’s address to the attendants of the 2004
College Composition and Communication Conference. While the address was 26 pages written,
she also used “two synchronized PowerPoint slide shows [that] ran independently, one to [her]
right, another to [her] left” (Yancey 298). Although the spotlight was on Yancey, there was a
combination of 84 images that ran through the two PowerPoint slide shows. She refers to this as
more of a performance than an address.
Yancey uses multiple literacies in order to perform a “multi-genred and mediated text
that would embody and illustrate the claims of the talk” (299). While she was speaking she
projected images from her work, photographs from places, and examples of her student’s work in
order to better illustrate her point. She separated her sections using a musical term of “Quartet”

119
to further depict her meaning making as a performance, one that embodied learners are very
familiar with. Yancey uses this performance to explain her overall point:
The literacies that composers engage in today are multiple. They include print literacy
practices (like spelling) that URL’s require; they include visual literacy; they include
network literacy. As important these literacies are textured and in relationship to each
other. Perhaps most important, these literacies are social in a way that school literacy all
too often only pretends to be. (Yancey 302)
In 2004, Yancey was anticipating a complete shift in the way we understand composition. That
shift is here now. She refers to the definition of writing through traditional assessments, “the
SAT, the NEAP, the ACT-writing IS ‘words on paper,’ composed on the page with a pen or
pencil by students who write words on paper” however it is also “words and images and
create[d] audio files on Web logs (blogs), in word processors, with video editors and Web editors
and in e-mail and on presentation software and in instant messaging and on listservs and on
bulletin boards-and no doubt in whatever genre will emerge in the next ten minutes” (298). In
this sense, we have been anticipating the shift for over 17 years but haven’t done enough to think
about how this plays into our classroom instruction.
Athletics departments and more specifically, coaches, were ahead of their time as they
already used these forms of multimodal technologies in order to create effective multiliteracies
for their student-athletes. These multiliteracies were then embodied and enacted on the field. The
addition of these multimodal tools to create multiliteracies results in more meaningful projects,
more inclusive practices, and multiple ways of showcasing each individual’s sophisticated
meaning making techniques.
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Findings and Claims
This chapter asserts that athletic plays are forms of multiliteracies, and student-athletes
are highly skilled in being able to create, delivery, and perform these forms of compositions. It is
evident through Callen’s reaction that student-athletes don’t particularly see themselves in this
way as he attempted to backtrack and self-deprecate his play he constructed during our
interview. However, when we think of Yancey’s 2004 performance, the combination of works,
text, image, and performance is a strong example of where we anticipate Composition and
Rhetoric as a field going.
Furthermore, my research indicates that coaches tend to be extremely productive
instructors who listen to, understand, and alter their plans based on the reaction and performance
of their students. While Jasmine mentioned that her coaches changed up the scary pop quiz to a
fun game of Jeopardy, Callen explains how the combination of video, and walkthrough results in
multiple forms of repetition. Coaches touch upon every aspect of the VARK questionnaire by
offering instruction for those who have preferences for visual, aural, tactile and kinesthetic. As a
result, I conclude that incorporating these types of pedagogical practices into our own writing
classrooms would result in more interesting and effective instruction, a more open and inclusive
space, and a better understanding for the multiple different preferential learners that one will
inevitably encounter in their classroom.
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CHAPTER 5. Rethinking the Persistent Narrative: Student-Athletes as
Embodied Experts
A Call to Action
My research has demonstrated that student-athletes are extremely skilled rhetors in
embodied rhetoric, multiliteracies, and technical writing. They are well practiced in the art of
delivery, and know how to react to information even when it is presented to them in multiple
different ways. It is very evident that they have their own specific field knowledge and should be
considered masters of their craft. What I’ve been able to uncover throughout my interview
process and data collection for the past several years, is that there are added benefits and skills
that student-athletes are bringing with them into our writing classroom. They are bringing an
extremely detailed understanding of multimodal literacy, an expert use of digital tools, and an
Athletic Adaptive Literacy that has been practiced for several years. While in the past, the
university and athletics may have been at odds with each other, it is clear that the field of
Composition and Rhetoric connects with athletic discourse in extremely intricate and important
ways. From the process all the way to the final product, both of these discourse communities
value effective communication, and the means in which one can attain it. The coaches act as
more effective teachers, as they constantly adhere to concepts of universal design, and oftentimes
help nurture extremely efficient communicators who use these skills in their respective
profession.
My project results in a call to action for instructors to see how we can celebrate the skills
and literacies that student-athletes bring to our classroom rather than label them as remedial or
immediately dismissing their writing prompts. I challenge us to listen to our student-athletes and
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encourage them just as we would every other student, instead of restricting their topics because
we simply don’t want to read another paper about an athlete winning a game because we don’t
see the value on the surface. In hearing these words and perspectives that come straight from
student-athletes, I challenge us all to stop talking about them and start talking with them. Ask
them about their life as a student-athlete and inquire about their process of learning, because that
is what teachers and researchers should do.
Most importantly, I believe it is important that we fight against the stereotype of the
student-athlete as a nonacademic. As it stands, we are currently marginalizing the experiences of
the student-athletes as nonacademic. This ostracism isn’t something that we typically do to any
other community, organization, major, or club within our university or college campuses. In
continuing to act the way we are, we are forcibly marginalizing student-athlete literacies and we
are marginalizing their expertise. Composition and Rhetoric and sports discourse are more
closely related than not, so we must work together and draw from each other’s areas of expertise
in order to nurture and assist this group of diverse learners. In doing this, we open up the
opportunity and open up our minds to expand our pedagogy and help more embodied learners as
a whole. For example, Rifenburg quotes a study done by Indiana University Bloomington Center
for Postsecondary Research in 2015 that explains how “student-athletes are not the only
subgroup of our 20.2 million students who use bodily, athletic literacies. Over half our incoming
college students self reported as ‘Very much’ (41 percent) or ‘Quite a bit’ (13 percent) involved
with ‘Athletic Teams’; only a quarter self reported as ‘Not at all’” (Rifenburg 134). This means
that a larger population of our students have the potential to be bodily learners than not, yet we
choose not to acknowledge these literacies and avoid addressing it in the classroom. While some
students might already be engaging in acts of embodied learning, others might find this sort of
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instruction more helpful or beneficial. This is particularly important now that education
drastically changing due to remote learning.

The Persistent Narrative
When I explain my research to other people in my field I am often greeted with varying
degrees of responses. Sometimes it is difficult for some to make the jump from writing to
student-athletes, other times I am immediately responded to with monetary figures from the
athletic departments of the schools that those people work at. I’m questioned why I’m doing
research into a group of students who they believe the tutors write the papers for them anyways 8.
I can say with confidence and honesty, as a writing tutor for student-athletes at two different
Division I institutions, I never came anywhere close to writing a paper for student-athlete. In
fact, many universities have rules set up that tutors are not allowed to even touch the computer or
pencil of the student-athlete when they are working on their assignments. In addition to accusing
student-athletes of cheating, I have also been refuted with statistics about student-athlete rape
cases and lectured on the integrity of being a student and focusing solely on one’s scholarly
studies. The views on athletics that were documented in academia in Chapter 1. Two Separate
Fields: Composition and Athletics started in the 1860s. The views of student-athletes as
documented by composition scholars were recorded several years ago. However, it seems like,
through my research this ostracism is far from over and gone.
On September 24, 2020, InsideHigherEd posted an opinion piece by Matthew J. Mayhew
and Musbah Shaheen. Together, Mayhew, a Professor of Higher Education at Ohio State
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I was asked this question at the March 2019 College English Association conference in New
Orleans. This conference is open to all college English teachers and invites a variety of
perspectives from compositionists, creative writers, and literature enthusiasts.
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University, and Shaheen, a PhD student in higher education and student affairs at Ohio State
University, the two examine how much of an important role college football is playing during the
COVID-19 pandemic. They explain how, “[a]t a time when colleges and universities have been
placed under extreme scrutiny, many people are questioning the very value and purpose of
higher education. College football reminds many Americans of the community values that
underscore higher education and by extension America itself.” They explain how collegiate
sports, in this particular case football, are helping to get us through these really “difficult times of
great isolation, division, and uncertainty.” The two use college sports as a metaphor for an outlet,
one that many Americans have been using since March 2019 in order to distract themselves from
restrictions, limitations, and the all-around global unrest that COVID-19 has placed on
everyone’s lives. They justify their assertions by explaining how, “[t]his all may not make sense
for the people who did not grow up in places where college football was part of the identity of
the state. Here in Ohio, everyone is a Buckeye” (Mayhew and Sheheen 2020).
Mayhew and Sheheen conclude their piece on the importance of intercollegiate athletics
by adding the important clarifying and perhaps contradictory note:
And to be clear, we frankly hated writing this piece. As higher education experts, we
routinely scrutinize and criticize colleges and universities for placing too much emphasis
on athletics, and it pains us to admit that college football may play a starring role in the
political theater of American life. (Mayhew and Sheheen 2020)
This current day instructor and grad student begrudgingly pay their respects to the entertainment
aspect of intercollegiate athletics, but only amidst a global pandemic and only when the craft of
these student-athletes can provide them with some sort of relief from the world’s problems. This
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is a perspective and view that I find particularly problematic, especially when it replicates the
quid pro quo relationship that we consistently see reoccurring in the life of the student-athletes.
Their overall argument is explaining that, yes, we will finally value your craft, but only on our
terms, and only until the pandemic is over. And, oh, yeah, we still think that colleges and
universities give you too much attention.
This article was sparked a debate among other scholars in higher education, and is with
criticism by Andrew McGregor, a Professor of History at Dallas College. McGregor picks apart
Mayhew and Shaheen’s argument about needing college sports at a time like this and not to call
out the hypocrisy of using student-athletes when it is convenient for them, but to condemn
college sports altogether:
If athletic competition is more important than seeking and transferring knowledge
through teaching and research, why do universities exist at all? Evidence of this is
apparent. Based on donations, sports are the most important product to alumni and
donors, who invest heavily in athletic departments rather [than] academic programs.
During a moment when our democratic institutions are plagued with anti-intellectualism
that denies basic facts, dismisses scientific data, and denounces the roles of experts, one
has to wonder how this helps democracy? One might argue it does quite the opposite.
(McGregor 2020)
McGregor brings to life the cartoon caricature in Chapter 1. Two Separate Fields: Composition
and Athletics, that represents the athlete as an anti-intellectual and nonacademic. He explains
that athletic competitions have nothing to do with seeking and transferring knowledge but
teaching and research most definitely do.
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We cannot deny that there has been a negative narrative written about student-athletes
starting in the 1860s and continuing to present day. While we might be able to argue that with
rules and regulations, life and the academic experience has gotten better for student-athletes,
these particular perspectives were presented just six months ago. These are very real perspectives
that our colleagues are having about students who reside in your class for several hours a week,
and then spend an additional 20 or more practicing their craft in Athletic Adaptive Literacy. My
dissertation evidences that these claims about the lack of knowledge transfer, research, and
teaching in athletics is completely and entirely untrue. Student-athletes are constantly engaging
in the acts of seeking and transferring knowledge through teaching and research. It has been over
160 years and this perspective is still evidenced in the scholarship of academia. This is precisely
why this research is so important. It breaks down the negative arguments that academics have
been making about student-athletes for decades and challenges scholars to actually observe the
skills that it takes to understand and embody sports discourse.

Transfer of Knowledge
Over the past few years, there has been effort made by other scholars in the field to help
incorporate concepts of prior knowledge and transfer within our student-athletes. For example, in
his article “Student-Athletes, Prior Knowledge, and Threshold Concepts” J. Michael Rifenburg
coins the term “play literacy” as “a form of literacy in which the body is positioned as a central
mode of meaning making for the construction, internalization, and delivery” of certain means of
communication (Rifenburg 33). In defining play literacy, we are able to look at how “writing as a
process and writing necessitates metacognition by using prior knowledge gained through sport”
(34). Rifenburg has done this in the past at the University of North Georgia by creating low
stakes writing assignments that invite students to think about how experiences with sports helped
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to shape their school writing. Rifenburg notes that while these low stakes assignments don’t
always end up becoming a part of a larger essay for the class, it is helpful in getting students to
think about how composition isn’t always strictly with text, and to think about how their body
plays a role in their literacy or play literacy.
What is interesting about Rifenburg’s approach is that he understands that not all students
in his class would be athletes, but he also asks his students to think about how bodies could
potentially aid in brainstorming and drafting papers. In this way, he is “offer[ing] students space
to consider transfer, to consider how what they already know scaffolds to the skills they need to
succeed at the college level. In other words [he has] them actively using their prior knowledge to
step inside the portal and to engage with the threshold concept that writing necessitates
metacognition” (46). Although this approach isn’t always particularly successful, this particular
writing instructor is allowing for space in the classroom for this kind of thinking to occur. In this
sense, the outcome is twofold: (1) assignments like this continue to promote the idea that
composition doesn’t always have to be text-based, and (2) this opportunity gives bodily learners
the chance to see how they can compose through multiple different modes. However, while
positive movements in pedagogy like this help student-athletes to see firsthand the connections
between the body and one’s self, there are still hierarchical powers working against the studentathlete that are beyond the hands of any department other than athletics. These are very clear
instances of transfer occurring in the classroom, yet scholars who are anti-athlete will continue to
say that this is not a fruitful area of research.
In addition to creating writing assignments centered around the body and the mind, it is
undeniable to understand that transfer occurs for student-athletes on multiple fronts. We see this
when we think back to the example of Ray, the student-athlete introduced to us in Chapter 4.
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Multiliteracies and Multimodal Learning Tools in Athletic Discourse. In his interview, he
mentions have to relearn all of the plays with his new team. Although he had a basic
understanding of plays from his prior playbook and past knowledge, they were slightly different
when he joined a new team. Ray was drawing from his prior knowledge in an attempt to transfer
these skills effectively into a new rhetorical situation. In her chapter, “Reflection: The
Metacognitive Movement towards Transfer of Learning.” From Kathleen Blake Yancey’s larger
collection, A Rhetoric of Reflection, Anne Beaufort addresses the importance of what I claim to
be Athletic Adaptive Literacy:

But for the most part, researchers have agreed that transfer from one context to another is
possible, but that the move does require the ability of the learner to adapt prior
knowledge and skills appropriately to the new context rather than simply apply previous
knowledge and skills without alteration for the new situation. (Beaufort 27)

In the case of Ray, (and many of the other student-athletes I have encountered) he is able to take
the fundamental rules he understands from his sport and use his Athletic Adaptive Literacy to
alter the outcome for the new situation, new team, new scenario. In this sense, student-athletes
are also extremely skilled in the art of transfer, however, writing instructors are not giving them
enough opportunity to use these skills in the classroom for our courses.
Beaufort calls into question the learner’s motivation to engage in this transfer of
knowledge. She explains, “And aside from transfer of knowledge or skills, there is the matter of
the individual learner’s motivation to transfer knowledge, taken up by Driscoll and Wells (2012),
also a critical factor in transfer outcomes” (30). While my research did not specifically address
aspects of motivation, this would be an interesting avenue to explore given the deep rooted issues
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with academia and sports discourse. Just like any other group of students we encounter, some are
particularly interested in writing while others may not be. For those student-athletes who might
not be, perhaps a way to engage them would be to connect their writing to sports. In this sense,
the learner’s motivation to try out these connections would be higher, and there would be more
buy in from the student. Additionally, the stakes of these discussions change depending on the
university and athletic program. It would be really interesting to replicate these studies at even
larger athletic programs across the country in order to see how these findings might change.
Undoubtedly, the constraints, context of the student-athletes, and the feeling that they get as
athletes would differ from experience to experience. Student-athletes achieve transfer. They are
able to achieve taking something out of the playbooks or out of the film classroom and bringing
it onto the playing field. If this is what we need in the writing classroom. We need to learn from
the pedagogies that they are using

What Do We Do Now?: A Brief Playbook for Changing our Pedagogies
Play # 1: Recognize and Acknowledge Our Bias

As a field, Composition and Rhetoric consistently works towards creating more inclusive
and inviting environments of learning. We do this through keeping up on the latest research,
trying out new pedagogical teaching practices, continuously honing our techniques for teaching,
and constantly revising our curriculum. We have studies that examine disability rhetoric,
multilingual learners, digital rhetoric, and countless other areas engaging with racial or social
injustices through language. Oftentimes, we find ways of weaving together many of these studies
through learning theories in order to adhere to conventions of universal design. As a field, we do
amazing work as we bend over backwards to be as inclusive as we can. However, it is evident
that we have forgotten a very important group of students in our own institution: student-athletes.
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Student-athletes tend to be some of the most diverse populations of students on most campuses.
Oftentimes these communities consist of multicultural, first-generation, and international
students from all over the world. These students aren’t often interviewed for their perspectives as
it is difficult to get ahold of them, so it is understandable that we don’t have as much research on
this community as we do for others. The negative consequences of ignoring this group of
students is that we haven’t been able to see them as a great resource or as individuals that have
the potential to transfer their knowledge from the classroom to the field. They aren’t studied as
scholars.
As a field, we need to recognize the implicit bias we have against these students. Whether
it is because of the deep-rooted issues that arose between academia and sports in the 1800s, or
the constant repetition of having experienced similar essays from student-athletes, we have
forgotten that each one of these student-athletes brings with them to class a unique perspective,
set of experiences, and tremendous skillset. Just because we may have taught First-Year Writing
multiple times and read similar essays throughout all our sections and years of teaching, does not
mean that this isn’t the first time that a student is trying to portray their experiences, learn from
those experiences, and grow as a writer. We tend to be more forgiving when we see our nursing
students or business students doing similar things in our class, but we do not have labels or a
documented distaste for their writing processes. Composition and Rhetoric as well as academia
more largely, both have preconceived notions about athletics. In order to become better teachers,
we first need to recognize that these biases exist (perhaps explicitly or implicitly) so we can learn
to move beyond it.
During my interview processes, I recall having a conversation with the Southeast
Football player, named Dalton, who was particularly impressed with my understanding of a
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student-athlete’s hectic schedule. I explained how I had worked with student-athletes for several
years, had to reschedule conferences, meetings, and study sessions countless times because their
coach called a last minute meeting, or because their practice session ran over its allotted time. As
a student-athlete writing tutor, I oftentimes worked until 10:00pm at night on campus in the
athletic study hall buildings because that was the only time the student-athlete could fit in a
conference. Dalton explained one of his kinesiology professors was a former coach and would
assign his students to shadow a student-athlete for one day, then write a reflection on it. This
student said the professor explained that everyone was always shocked and amazed at how
packed and long these student-athletes’ days were. It helped to change their perspective on
student-athletes:
Dalton: It’s really tough because you hear “They give you guys money and give you
meal swipes and pay for school.” We have a fulltime job of 40 hours of intense work. We
aren’t at a desk or selling clothes or waiting on people but we are working out running,
lifting, watching film for hours a day.
Dalton quoted what he heard other people say about student-athletes. He explained how he had
heard others make the argument that the work student-athletes do isn’t that hard, and they are
compensated fairly well for their time and dedication to their sport. While this would change
from student-athlete to student-athlete as well as university to university, Dalton went on to
explain that his meal swipes are mostly spent with his teammates and are essentially an extra
duty of being an athlete. In addition to exercising his body each day, he needs to maintain a
certain number of caloric intake in order to ensure his muscle and bones are strong enough to
perform at the collegiate level. If he doesn’t keep his body strong and healthy, he risks injury, a
terrifying concept for any student-athlete.
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Dalton: I hear students all the time complain “I have an 8:00 am class and I’ve got 14
credits” and I’m like, I’ve got 16 credits and on top of that 40 hours a week of football.
And it’s like… it’s upsetting to hear people outside of athletics all the time say you guys
are so spoiled you are treated so differently…Because all they see is us on the field on
Saturdays.
It is difficult not to empathize with Dalton’s perspective on how he is seen by other members of
the university. He explains how many of the core aspects of simply being a student-athlete might
irritate professors. For example, while these student-athletes may be walking into class in their
sweatpants and eating lunch, it’s not them being disrespectful or devaluing the instruction of the
instructor, but rather it’s because they just finished practice and had 10 minutes to shower. Their
time is so micromanaged that if they didn’t come to class with food in hand, wearing sweatpants
after their workout, then they would be late to class, something that does often happen in
different scenarios. They haven’t eaten since 6:00am and need to keep eating a consistent 3000k
calories a day in order to maintain their required student-athlete health. If they don’t eat in this
particular class, they know that they have meetings, more workouts, and practices, and likely
won’t be able to eat again until dinner. However, on the surface, all instructors see is a studentathlete who seemingly has no respect for your time, and will write a paper about winning their
championship or playoff game. We do not see the time, dedication, struggle, and sweat that goes
into getting where they are.
Play # 2: Respect Student-Athlete Knowledge, Showcase Strengths, and Lean into Their Ways of
Learning
Upon recognizing one’s implicit or explicit bias for student-athletes, one can better get to
know and understand these highly intelligent students that are walking around our universities.
When we think about leaning into our student-athlete’s ways of learning, Rifenburg explains that
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student-athletes also tend to do well when it comes to improvisation, and thus elements of
improvisation are an interesting pedagogical technique to take into consideration for the
classroom. He explains how, “imagery grounded in creative, collaborative bodily activity” is a
pedagogically sound way to use bodily intelligence (142). Additionally, I believe this is a way
that we can continue to use student-athletes’ Athletic Adaptive Literacy within our classroom.
More widely, this is also a good opportunity to reach individuals who would be considered to
have a preference of learning in the tactile and kinesthetic category. Assignments like these
could include really connecting the mind and the body as one entity, or being able to reflect and
narrate any physical process. While this information was presented over 3 years ago with the
release of Rifenburg’s book, The Embodied Playbook: Writing Practices of Student-Athletes, in
my experiences, I have yet to see any major changes to the teaching curricula in order to reflect a
preference for individuals who are considered bodily learners.
While Rifenburg’s book lays the foundation for some of this work, one of the major
findings from my research is that student-athletes and coaches don’t actually believe they are
engaging with these sophisticated literacy practices. When I asked the football coach from the
Northeast University if he saw any correlation between the writing classroom and the football
field, he was hard-pressed to find a connection:
Coach: I mean communication is definitely a huge part of our game on the field. The
guys, you know we have a lot of players on the field at once and they all have to
communicate. And you know that’s something we stress and teach. I’d say it’s a different
type of communication than maybe writing or composing.

134
At the same time, when we think back to Callen’s interview, where he became self-deprecating
upon the display of his multimodal play, apologizing for the messiness of its appearance when I
exclaimed that it looked like a different language in an attempt to compliment his work, we can
see where some student-athletes could perhaps lack confidence in their abilities as effective
communicators. If they aren’t lacking confidence, then perhaps they aren’t used to individuals
outside of their athletics department recognizing, paying homage to, or celebrating the years of
dedication that they have given to their craft. This is a major problem. When we celebrate the
engineers or nurses in our classrooms and encourage them to continue conversations about their
field, but we then discourage student-athletes from exploring a facet of their life, then we aren’t
doing our job as instructors of writing to encourage exploration through writing or identity
formation. Changes to our course design or pedagogy needs to occur in order to be more
inclusive.
To start, I’d like for us to consider these questions with our instruction:
1.) How do we respect the field specific knowledge that student-athletes have?
2.) How can we show student-athletes that they are engaging in sophisticated literacies and
celebrate this language? They are experts in these literacies, our writing classrooms are
another place for them to showcase their adaptability.
3.) How might we draw from their experiences in their sport or as bodily learners and
connect them to experiences in the writing classroom?
From my research, it would appear that we have not been respecting the field specific knowledge
that student-athletes have. In fact, we’ve been discouraging conversations around its legitimacy
as an organization for quite a while. While not all student-athletes utilize in rigorous literacies in
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order to learn their sport (for example: Jason the track runner vs. Callen the football player),
there tends to be an extreme amount of dedication at work here. How can we allow for these
conversations to merge into our classrooms?
In addition to concepts surrounding improvisation, I believe in grounding concepts of
embodied learning and embodied rhetoric to the writing classroom. It is easily noted that the
mind and body connect in theory and practice. However, when we think of embodiment it can
reach a larger audience because it doesn’t always need to be a physical reaction with aspects of
the body, but rather a gut reaction. In this moment, I am thinking of Sondra Pearl’s concept of
“felt sense” from her book, Writing with the Body : The Guidelines for Composing where she
explains our emotional reactions we have to writing something, the feelings it invokes, and the
way writing can make us physically feel. With a grounding in embodiment and activities in
improvisation, I also think these multimodal tools and multimedia are a successful way of
teaching. As evidenced in my research, coaches use these and student-athletes learn well from
these. My own experience as a college instructor was extremely successful in 2018 with my
Persuasive Writing class where students engaged in the forms of technology that they enjoyed
learning from and working with. This allows provides recognition that the mind and the body
work together.
In March through April of 2020, the majority of education programs was forced online
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Education was completely rerouted as instructors needed to
quickly learn aspects of technology that were never before part of their instruction. This pushed
many of them entirely out of their comfort zone. In addition to the heavily utilized resource of
Zoom, instructors across all education fields needed to find ways to keep learning fun, engaging
and safe while students and teachers alike navigated the “new normal.” Despite the tragedies of

136
the COVID-19 pandemic one benefit I am seeing in education is that teachers are really having
to embrace alternative technologies and in many ways that aligns with the suggestions I making
for instruction.
More recently, my person experience points to secondary education and how K-12
teachers have been quicker to embrace and adapt these changes. I see aspects of multimodal
teaching in the 6-12 classroom used every single day. Students are engaging in different forms of
technology including things like PearDeck, Kahoot, Google Classroom, Google Hangouts,
JamBoards and more. Furthermore, students are quick to adapt to these changes and are excited
to learn about using something like technology in a course where pencil and paper is preferred.
In working in this environment, I believe reverting back to instruction with less technology will
no longer be viable in the future. Students are starting to get used to it and enjoy the additional
possibilities it allows them to explore. When I entered into this project prior to the COVID-19
pandemic, it was very clear that technology was greatly underutilized in most academic
classrooms. However, the student-athletes I interviewed explained how they relied on it as a way
to reach every individual’s preference of learning on their team. My research indicates that these
multimodal tools, when paired with proper instruction, would have a great impact and be
beneficial to student-athletes as well as many others in the classroom who may have a specific
preference for learning.
Play #3: Question if We are Meeting Their Needs
Much of my third play deals with the ways in which student-athletes are instructed by
their coaches. If we can think back to the interview with the Northeast University football coach,
as well as the interviews with Callen, and Dalton, we can see there is a strong effort on the part
of the coach to better understand each individual on their team. Specifically with football, where
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the roster can be 100 names long or more, the coaches take the time to administer the VARK
questionnaire in order to better understand the scenarios that would help a particular student
learn more efficiently. While some of the students on the team learned best while physically
doing something, others picked up more information through the discussion questions, or the
theorizing about the plays. The coaches make sure to include every aspect of the visual, aural,
tactile and kinesthetic in order to reach their larger audience of student-athletes. While I am not
advocating specifically for a VARK questionnaire approach of teaching, I believe it is important
that we get to know the student that will be in our classroom. It’s somewhat problematic that
coaches are constantly trying to engage these different learners in multiple ways but instructors
aren’t always replicating that same respect in the writing classroom. We might do it in some
sense through some activities, but coaches base their entire instruction on it. Let’s face it, these
university coaches are outplaying the instructors.
As a writing instructor, do you take the time to get to know each individual student in
your class to better understand their preference for learning? One might argue that the coaches
tend to have more time with these students therefor they need to do these practices. However, my
research has indicated that the common and end goal of both coaches and instructors is for their
students to learn. While a coach may have student-athletes for several years, we only have
students in our class for several weeks. Yet, we always argue that writing is a process and one
that becomes stronger over time. This foundation of learning would be something that would be
helpful for students to know as they continued their careers as writers. This small step of learning
can be done and will be helpful in a writing course as well as throughout several years of a
collegiate athletic program.
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During the duration of my time teaching, I have taught several sections of First-Year
Writing, Persuasive Writing, Creative Nonfiction, and Professional and Technical Writing as
well as 6th grade English. One of my favorite classes to teach is Professional and Technical
Writing because of the way students engage enjoy engaging with the material. Their personal
reflections and more formal course evaluations reveal that they find great value in being able to
take something they’ve done for my class and use it in the real world. The assignments consist of
a Professional Development Packet: an assignment where they research their dream job and
theorize about how they might be a good candidate. They reach out to and interview a person
who does that job to find out more information before they craft their cover letters, resumes, and
eventually apply. Toward the end of the semester, these same students use the technical writing
techniques we have learned throughout the year and apply it to a real life client. They recruit a
client from the community, hold several meetings with them, determine what technical writing
needs to be done for their organization and then assist them in completing those materials. The
students love doing this because they see their work as having real life outcomes. The things they
have worked on for the past 16 weeks are showcased to the world and are celebrated beyond the
confines of the classroom. I oftentimes wonder if this is what motivates student-athletes to
perform. When theories, concepts and performances are moved beyond the classroom, interest
tends to be higher, and there is more buy-in from the student. While I did not address these
questions in this specific study, these are further areas for exploration.
In addition to thinking about assignments that can move beyond the classroom, we have
to consider the uses of multiliteracy, multimodality, and multimedia when planning to be more
inclusive. My research indicates that these are highly utilized tools for student-athletes help them
to better learn their sport. Things like Virtual Reality, film, and technology are useful tools to be
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able to teach material in numerous different ways. Even though the tools are highlighted in my
research, we also want to make sure we are paying attention to the individuals who deliver that
research: the coaches. The coaches take the time to truly understand each student so they can
make sure to utilize different tools when it comes to preferred learning styles. While film review
might be helpful for some, physically walking through might be more helpful for others. These
tools help to make learning more engaging, interesting, understandable, and inclusive to every
member on the team.
This is something we want to be using in our own classrooms. Far too often do we stand
at the front of the room, lecture at the students, and break up into group work. In these instances,
we are only reaching out to a small portion of our students as it typically only caters to
individuals who are aural learners. One of the challenges facing us all is that too often we get
comfortable in our teaching methods and make the students rise to our teaching method, when in
reality, we should be leaning into their own methods of understanding to better cater to the
students in our class as well as expand our own teaching practices. Kathleen Blake Yancey began
this call to action in 2004 and it has been responded to by some, but the movement has not taken
flight like it should.

The Final Whistle
It is very important to me that I have used this space as an opportunity to let the studentathletes I interviewed do most of the talking. In addition to their busy schedule of classes and
hours filled with rigorous exercise routines, meetings, and practices, 10 student-athletes still took
the little free time they had left out of their day to talk to me about their experiences. As a result,
I have an even greater appreciation for this group of students who walk around our college
campuses proudly wearing their university mascot. My hope is that the experiences I have
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presented you with, the experiences of Daniel, Dalton, Jason, Joe, Callen, Didi, Ray, and
Jasmine, can persuade you to rethink your misconceptions and view these student-athletes as
experts in their craft. Furthermore they didn’t get their on their own. Coaches are highly skilled
teachers, and a strong resources that we need to be drawing from when it comes to concepts of
transfer, literacy, and effective communication. By working together, we might one day be able
to bridge the gap between athletics and academics and end the competition that has been over
160 years in the making.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Student-Athlete Semi-Structured Interview Questions
What kinds of writing do you work on most commonly for your classes at UNH? Are you
working on any writing projects right now?
Tell me a little bit about (that writing project)?
How did you first start to do that kind of writing?
How often do you do that kind of writing?
Do you have a favorite kind of writing to work on? Why do you like that?
Is there a kind of writing that is particularly difficult for you? Why do you think that it is hard for
you?
What do you think the difference between (those two genres) is for you? What makes one your
favorite and one hard for you?
Do you enjoy writing for your classes?
If you do, what are some reasons? If you don’t, please elaborate on why.
When you write in class, do you like showing your work to other people? Whom do you show it
to?
What about when you write on your own?
When you write, do you typically write on your own, or with a group like (your class / online / a
literary magazine)?
(If on your own:) What do you like (or not like) about that?
(If a group:) What do you like (or not like) about that group?
(If a group:) Is that group a good place for you to work on writing? Why or why not?
What kinds of writing projects would you most like to be working on?
Do you think you will have the chance to do (those projects)? Why / why not?
Do you see yourself as a writer? Why do you think you first came to see yourself that way? [I
will ask the student-athlete to write a response to this particular question in which I will collect it
as an artifact].
Tell me about your response. What was it like to do this?
What did the process of "becoming a writer" look like for you?
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As a student-athlete, how do you find time to get your writing completed?
How often do you refer to specific plays or playbooks in your given sport?
Do you use any digital tools to help you learn your sport? (e.g. video, powerpoint, playbooks,
smartboard, computers, etc.)- Please describe how digital tools help you learn your sport.
What percent do you see yourself as a student, what percent do you see yourself as an athlete? [I
will ask students to create a chart that will become an artifact].
What identity do you value more in the university: student/ athlete/ or writer?
Do you see connections between any of your classes at UNH and your sport?
Do you see any similarities or differences between working through your writing and working
through particular plays in your given sport?
What are they?
Is there anything else that you wanted to add? Anything else that’s important about your writing
that I didn’t ask you?
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Appendix B: Academic Advisor Semi-Structured Interview Questions
What are some of your duties as an academic advisor for student-athletes?
Can you walk me through the ways in which you advise your student athletes with
academia?
How do you think student-athletes see their roles as both students and athletes on campus?
What are some of the issues that student-athletes run into when it comes to their writing?
What are some aspects of being an effective writer?
What are some aspects of being an effective student-athlete who successfully runs the plays on
the field?
Do you see any correlation between students composing in academia and composing on the
field?
How often do student athletes seek out assistance from their writing instructors/
assistants/ other writers?
Is there anything else that you wanted to add? Anything else that’s important about your writing
that I didn’t ask you?
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Appendix C: Coach Semi-Structured Interview Questions
How important is it for student-athletes to be able to perform certain plays in their given sport?
How do you go about teaching how student-athletes to perform plays/playbooks?
Can you describe your processes for teaching the plays or playbooks during practice?
How did you develop those processes and activities?
Do you think that these activities are useful for the student-athletes?
How so / Why is that?
What aspects of technology are used in order to help student-athletes learn the plays/playbooks?
What do you think have been some of the effective features of teaching these plays during
practice?
(If necessary) Describe them?
Why do you think those are effective for the student-athletes?
How so?
What do you do?
Do you think that work has been successful? How do you know that it's working?
Do you see any correlation between students’ academic writing and the composition of digital
tools?
Is there anything else that you wanted to add? Anything else that’s important about your teaching
methods I didn’t ask you?
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Appendix D: Recruiting Email for Coaches
Dear UNH Coaches,
My name is Samantha Riley and I am a PhD student in Composition at the university. I’m
interested in student athletes’ writing, and how they may, or may not, consider the work that they
do with their teams to prepare for games as part of the composing process. This semester, under
the guidance of Dr. Alecia Magnifico and Dr. Ortmeier-Hooper, I would like to conduct a
research study that looks at how student-athletes think about writing and potentially use digital
tools as a way to learn their sport.
I invite you to participate in this study, and if you agree I will interview you using audio
recording 2-3 times for about 30 minutes each session throughout the remainder of the semester,
and observe your practice sessions. Besides an interview, this study should not pose any
additional work for you.
I truly appreciate your time and consideration of my project; please feel free to email me at
ser1023@wildcats.unh.edu with additional questions concerning my protocol and/or your
possible involvement in it. I look forward to hearing from you.
Best,
Samantha Riley
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Appendix E: Recruiting Email for Student-Athletes at Northeast University
Dear UNH Student-Athlete,
Are you interested in talking about the tools you’ve used to help you learn your sport? (e.g.
video, PowerPoint, playbooks, smart board, computers, etc.) Or, are you interested in talking
about how you see yourself as a student and an athlete?
My name is Samantha Riley and I am a PhD student in Composition at the University of New
Hampshire. I’m interested in student athletes’ writing, and how you may, or may not, consider
the work that you do to prepare for games or competitions as part of the composing process. I
would like to conduct a research study that looks at how student-athletes think about writing and
use digital tools as a way to learn their sport.
I invite you to participate in this study and if you agree I will interview you using audio
recording 2-3 times for about 30 minutes each, throughout the remainder of the semester, and
possibly observe a practice session. Besides an interview, this study should not pose any
additional work for you.
I truly appreciate your time and consideration of my project. Please feel free to email me at
ser1023@wildcats.unh.edu with additional questions concerning my protocol and/or your
possible involvement in it. I look forward to hearing from you.
Best,
Samantha Riley
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Appendix F: Consent form for Student Participants
RESEARCHER AND TITLE OF STUDY

My name is Samantha Riley and I am a PhD student in the Composition and Rhetoric
program at UNH. Thank you for considering participation in my research: Composition
as Bodily Rhetoric: A Multimodal Understanding of Student-Athlete Literacy Practices.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM?

This consent form describes the research study and helps you to decide if you want to
participate. It provides important information about what you will be asked to do in the
study, about the risks and benefits of participating in the study, and about your rights
as a research participant. You should:
• Read the information in this document carefully.
• Ask me any questions, particularly if you do not understand something.
• Not agree to participate until all your questions have been answered, or until you
are sure that you want to.
• Understand that your participation in this study involves you participating in
interviews, and observations.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?

The purpose of this research is to examine the different composing processes that
student-athletes encounter in the classroom and on the field. The research will involve
about 18 participants: 10 student-athletes, 4 coaches, and 4 academic advisors. You
must be a student-athlete who is at least 18 years old and either a sophomore, junior
or senior in order to participate in this research study.
WHAT DOES YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY INVOLVE?

If you agree to be a participant in this study, you will:
• Be interviewed using an audio recorder 2-3 times for about 30 minutes each in
length
• Provide a writing sample at one of the interview sessions
• Be observed during practices
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY ?

Participation in this study presents minimal risk to you. The information you will share
with me may contain some personal information that you don’t want other people to
see. I will assign each participant in this study a pseudonym in order to protect identity
when reporting the results.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY ?

There are no immediate benefits to the participants. It may serve to benefit myself and
other teachers of writing who are continually looking for better ways to teach writing.
IF YOU CHOOSE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY, WILL IT COST YOU ANYTHING?
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This study will not have any monetary costs. It will only cost you time to partake in
interviews.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY ?

There is no financial compensation for participating in this study.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?

Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part at
all. If you agree to participate, you may refuse to answer any question. If you decide
not to participate, you will not be penalized.
CAN YOU WITHDRAW FROM THIS STUDY ?

If you agree to participate in this study and you then change your mind, you may stop
participating at any time. Any data collected as part of your participation will remain
part of the study records. If you decide to stop participating at any time, you will not be
penalized.
HOW WILL THE CONFIDENTIALITY OF YOUR RECORDS BE PROTECTED ?

I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your
participation in this research.
There are, however, rare instances when I may be required to share personally-identifiable
information with the following:
• Officials at the University of New Hampshire,
• Regulatory and oversight government agencies.
I am also required by law to report certain information:
• To government and/or law enforcement officials (e.g., child abuse, threatened violence
against self or others, communicable diseases), or
• To appropriate UNH authorities (e.g., disclosures involving Sexual Violence - which
includes sexual harassment, sexual assault, unwanted sexual contact, sexual
misconduct, domestic violence, relationship abuse, stalking [including cyber-stalking]
and dating violence - must be reported to the UNH Title IX Coordinator or UNH Police).
Further, any communication via the internet poses minimal risk of a breach of confidentiality.
To help protect the confidentiality of your information, no raw data (e.g. interview information,
audio files, field notes, or other personal information) will be shared with participants’ or any
other individuals who evaluate your work. As a researcher, my own faculty advisors will have
access to the data. All raw data (e.g. audio recordings, copies of student work, etc) will be
stored in my UNH Box account. The digital recordings will be disposed of after transcription.
Quotations from these data may be shared among research personnel and with the larger
research and teaching community (e.g. for public presentations, at academic conferences, in
publications) only if you consent to the release of this information.
Your real name will be eliminated from your written work and replaced with a pseudonym to
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protect your identity.
The data will be saved after the study for possible use in my dissertation, publications,
presentations and future studies.
WHOM TO CONTACT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY

If you have any questions pertaining to the research you can contact me in person or
by email: ser1023@wildcats.unh.edu to discuss them.
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject you can contact Dr. Julie
Simpson in UNH Research Integrity Services, 603/862-2003 or to discuss them.
Yes, I, __________________________consent/agree to participate in this research
project.
No, I, __________________________do not consent/agree to participate in this
research project.
___________________________
Signature

__________________
Date
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Appendix G: Consent form for Academic Advisor Participants
RESEARCHER AND TITLE OF STUDY

My name is Samantha Riley and I am a PhD student in the Composition and Rhetoric
program at UNH. Thank you for considering participation in my research: Composition
as Bodily Rhetoric: A Multimodal Understanding of Student-Athlete Literacy Practices.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM?

This consent form describes the research study and helps you to decide if you want to
participate. It provides important information about what you will be asked to do in the
study, about the risks and benefits of participating in the study, and about your rights
as a research participant. You should:
• Read the information in this document carefully.
• Ask me any questions, particularly if you do not understand something.
• Not agree to participate until all your questions have been answered, or until you
are sure that you want to.
• Understand that your participation in this study involves you participating in
interviews.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?

The purpose of this research is to examine the different writing processes that studentathletes encounter in the classroom and on the field. The research will involve about 18
participants: 10 student-athletes, 4 coaches, and 4 academic advisors. You must be at
least 18 years old to participate in this research study.
WHAT DOES YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY INVOLVE?

If you agree to be a participant in this study, you will:
• Partake in 2-3 interviews that are 30 minutes each in length each
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY ?

Participation in this study presents minimal risk to you. The information you will share
with me may contain some personal information that you don’t want other people to
see. I will assign each participant in this study a pseudonym in order to protect your
identity when reporting the results.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY ?

There are no immediate benefits to the participants. It may serve to benefit myself and
other teachers of writing who are continually looking for better ways to teach to more
tactile and kinesthetic learners.
IF YOU CHOOSE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY, WILL IT COST YOU ANYTHING?
This study will not have any monetary costs. It will only cost you time to partake in
interviews.
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WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY?

There is no financial compensation for participating in this study.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?

Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part at
all. If you agree to participate, you may refuse to answer any question. If you decide
not to participate, you will not be penalized.
CAN YOU WITHDRAW FROM THIS STUDY ?

If you agree to participate in this study and you then change your mind, you may stop
participating at any time. Any data collected as part of your participation will remain
part of the study records. If you decide to stop participating at any time, you will not be
penalized.
HOW WILL THE CONFIDENTIALITY OF YOUR RECORDS BE PROTECTED ?

I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your
participation in this research.
There are, however, rare instances when I may be required to share personally-identifiable
information with the following:
• Officials at the University of New Hampshire,
• Regulatory and oversight government agencies.
I am also required by law to report certain information:
• To government and/or law enforcement officials (e.g., child abuse, threatened violence
against self or others, communicable diseases), or
• To appropriate UNH authorities (e.g., disclosures involving Sexual Violence - which
includes sexual harassment, sexual assault, unwanted sexual contact, sexual
misconduct, domestic violence, relationship abuse, stalking [including cyber-stalking]
and dating violence - must be reported to the UNH Title IX Coordinator or UNH Police).
Further, any communication via the internet poses minimal risk of a breach of confidentiality.
To help protect the confidentiality of your information, no raw data (e.g. interview information)
will be shared with participants. All raw data will be stored in my UNH Box account. Faculty
advisors have access to data. As a researcher, my own faculty advisors will have access to the
data. The digital recordings will be disposed of after transcription. Quotations from these data
may be shared among research personnel and with the larger research and teaching community
(e.g. for public presentations, at academic conferences, in publications) only if you consent to
the release of this information. You will also be given a pseudonym to protect your identity.
The data will be saved after the study for possible use in my dissertation, publications,
presentations and future studies.
WHOM TO CONTACT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY
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If you have any questions pertaining to the research you can contact me in person or
by email: ser1023@wildcats.unh.edu to discuss them.
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject you can contact Dr. Julie
Simpson in UNH Research Integrity Services, 603/862-2003 or to discuss them.
Yes, I, __________________________consent/agree to participate in this research
project.
No, I, __________________________do not consent/agree to participate in this
research project.
___________________________
Signature

__________________
Date
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Appendix H: Consent form for Coaches
RESEARCHER AND TITLE OF STUDY

My name is Samantha Riley and I am a PhD student in the Composition and Rhetoric
program at UNH. Thank you for considering participation in my research: Composition
as Bodily Rhetoric: A Multimodal Understanding of Student-Athlete Literacy Practices.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM?

This consent form describes the research study and helps you to decide if you want to
participate. It provides important information about what you will be asked to do in the
study, about the risks and benefits of participating in the study, and about your rights
as a research participant. You should:
• Read the information in this document carefully.
• Ask me any questions, particularly if you do not understand something.
• Not agree to participate until all your questions have been answered, or until you
are sure that you want to.
• Understand that your participation in this study involves you participating in
interviews, observations, and sharing your playbooks with me.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?

The purpose of this research is to examine the different writing processes that studentathletes encounter in the classroom and on the field. The research will involve about 18
participants: 10 student-athletes, 4 coaches, and 4 academic advisors. You must be at
least 18 years old to participate in this research study.
WHAT DOES YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY INVOLVE?

If you agree to be a participant in this study, you will:
• Partake in 2-3 interviews that are 30 minutes in length each
• Be observed during practices
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY ?

Participation in this study presents minimal risk to you. The information you will share
with me may contain some personal information that you don’t want other people to
see. I will assign each participant in this study a pseudonym in order to protect identity
when reporting results.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY ?

There are no immediate benefits to the participants. It may serve to benefit myself and
other teachers of writing who are continually looking for better ways to teach to more
tactile and kinesthetic learners.
IF YOU CHOOSE TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY, WILL IT COST YOU ANYTHING?
This study will not have any monetary costs. It will only cost you time to partake in
interviews.
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WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY ?

There is no financial compensation for participating in this study.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?

Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part at
all. If you agree to participate, you may refuse to answer any question. If you decide
not to participate, you will not be penalized.
CAN YOU WITHDRAW FROM THIS STUDY?

If you agree to participate in this study and you then change your mind, you may stop
participating at any time. Any data collected as part of your participation will remain
part of the study records. If you decide to stop participating at any time, you will not be
penalized.
HOW WILL THE CONFIDENTIALITY OF YOUR RECORDS BE PROTECTED ?

I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your
participation in this research.
There are, however, rare instances when I may be required to share personally-identifiable
information with the following:
• Officials at the University of New Hampshire,
• Regulatory and oversight government agencies.
I am also required by law to report certain information:
• To government and/or law enforcement officials (e.g., child abuse, threatened violence
against self or others, communicable diseases), or
• To appropriate UNH authorities (e.g., disclosures involving Sexual Violence - which
includes sexual harassment, sexual assault, unwanted sexual contact, sexual
misconduct, domestic violence, relationship abuse, stalking [including cyber-stalking]
and dating violence - must be reported to the UNH Title IX Coordinator or UNH Police).
Further, any communication via the internet poses minimal risk of a breach of confidentiality.
To help protect the confidentiality of your information, no raw data (e.g. interview information,
audio files, field notes, or other personal information) will be shared with participants’ or any
other individuals who evaluate your work. As a researcher, my own faculty advisors will have
access to the data. All raw data (e.g. audio recordings, surveys, copies of student work, etc) will
be stored in my UNH Box account. The digital recordings will be disposed of after transcription.
Quotations from these data may be shared among research personnel and with the larger
research and teaching community (e.g. for public presentations, at academic conferences, in
publications) only if you consent to the release of this information. You will be assigned a
pseudonym and have identifying details altered.
The data will be saved after the study for possible use in my dissertation, publications,
presentations and future studies.
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WHOM TO CONTACT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY

If you have any questions pertaining to the research you can contact me in person or
by email: ser1023@wildcats.unh.edu to discuss them.
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject you can contact Dr. Julie
Simpson in UNH Research Integrity Services, 603/862-2003 or to discuss them.
Yes, I, __________________________consent/agree to participate in this research
project.
No, I, __________________________do not consent/agree to participate in this
research project.
___________________________
Signature

__________________
Date
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Appendix I: IRB Approval at UNH

University of New Hampshire
Research Integrity Services, Service Building
51 College Road, Durham, NH 03824-3585
Fax: 603-862-3564
31-Oct-2017
Riley, Samantha
English, Murkland Hall
Durham, NH 03824
IRB #: 6785
Study: Composition as Bodily Rhetoric: A Multimodal Understanding of Student-Athlete Literacy
Practices
Approval Date: 26-Oct-2017
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in Research (IRB) has
reviewed and approved the protocol for your study as Exempt as described in Title 45, Code of
Federal Regulations (CFR), Part 46, Subsection 101(b). Approval is granted to conduct your
study as described in your protocol.
Researchers who conduct studies involving human subjects have responsibilities as outlined in
the document, Responsibilities of Directors of Research Studies Involving Human Subjects. This
document is available at http://unh.edu/research/irb-application-resources. Please read this
document carefully before commencing your work involving human subjects.
Upon completion of your study, please complete the enclosed Exempt Study Final Report form
and return it to this office along with a report of your findings.
If you have questions or concerns about your study or this approval, please feel free to contact
me at 603-862-2003 or Julie.simpson@unh.edu. Please refer to the IRB # above in all
correspondence related to this study. The IRB wishes you success with your research.
For the IRB,

Julie F. Simpson
Director
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cc: File Magnifico, Alecia

Appendix J: IRB Study Description
2. Study Description:
Current research in Composition and Rhetoric looks at the intricacies behind different types of
writing, composing practices, and communications. Drawing on Howard Gardner’s Theory of
Multiple Intelligences in which he discloses “a close link between the use of the body and the
deployment of other cognitive powers,” I want to explore how kinesthetic learners work toward
composing on the field and writing in the classroom (Gardner, 2011). This project seeks to
explore the literacy practices of student-athletes, how they see themselves as writers, and
consider the multiple discourse communities they are members of when they partake in
composing within the university and on the field. Specifically, this study will look at UNH
student-athletes’ writing, views on writing, writing processes, and language within the university
setting juxtaposed with their language in the discourse of sports. I intend on paying particular
attention to the focus on the means of learning plays through playbooks or use of digital
literacies, and the composition memorized and performed as their final product. Pending IRB
approval at Coastal Carolina University, this qualitative study includes observations, and
interviews with students, academic advisors, and coaches with the intent of understanding how
student-athletes compose within their multiple discourses as a means to continue improvement in
writing studies practices for kinesthetic learners. As a Ph.D student in Composition and Rhetoric
I will be conducting this study under the guidance of Dr. Denise Paster. Ultimately, I believe that
studying student-athlete composition practices informed by experiences with visual, physical,
and text-based objects, will help look at how multiple identities work for student-athletes and
consider how we can continue to think about leveraging these identities and composing practices
within the writing classroom.
Through an analysis of the written artifacts, verbal statements, interviews, and observations, I
will investigate the following questions in detail:
•
•
•
•
•
•

How do student-athletes view themselves as writers in the university setting and as
composers on the field?
How do student athletes view language in the world of sports and in the university
setting? Are there any crosses between the two?
What are the ways in which student-athletes learn to (and are taught to) construct the
plays in playbooks?
What types of digital literacies are at use when it comes to learning plays?
How do student-athletes use digital literacies to help compose their actions?
In what ways are student-athletes taught plays using digital literacies?

The goal of the research project is to collect field notes through interviews, and observations to
form an initial understanding of how student-athletes view writing. To that end, the data will
inform me of more useful ways to teach to kinesthetic learners.
3. Procedures of the research as they relate to the participant:
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I am recruiting up to 10 male and female Coastal Carolina University student-athletes over the
age of 18. I will recruit 4 CCU student-athlete academic advisors to talk about composing
processes of student-athletes. I will recruit the 4 CCU coaches to talk about the different ways
they teach the athletes how to learn their plays. There will be no incentive or compensation for
participation.
Students will be asked to sign a written consent form (sample attached) which asks for
permission to use and analyze their writing and be interviewed.
Coaches will be asked to sign a written consent form (sample attached), which asks for
permission to be interviewed and observed.
Student-Athlete Academic Advisors will be asked to sign a written consent form (sample
attached), which asks for permission to be interviewed.
Student-athletes will be asked to participate in two to three interviews that are a half hour in
length. These interviews will take place on the CCU campus and will be audio recorded. The
student will take part in 2-3 interviews because I would like to split the interview questions to
focus on writing/writer identity, digital tools, and a combination of the two.
Coaches will be asked to participate in two to three interviews that are a half hour in length.
These interviews will take place on the CCU campus and will be audio recorded. I will also ask
for permission to observe practice session and collect field notes in order to see how they instruct
the student-athletes to learn the plays.
Advisors will be asked to participate in two to three interviews that are a half hour in length.
These interviews will take place on the CCU campus at a time that is convenient for them and
will be audio recorded.
•

Coach Observations: I will observe practice sessions, taking specific note of
how the coaches teach the plays to the student-athletes and what digital tools
are used to assist athletes in understanding the plays.

•

Student Interviews: Student participants will be interviewed 2-3 times. Each
student participant interview will be semi-structured and will last
approximately 30 minutes. These interviews will be scheduled according to the
student participant’s availability. During these interviews, student participants
will be asked about their experiences with writing within the university, and
creating plays on the field/ what digital tools are used to help them with this.
During one of the interviews they will write and submit the writing to me. The
interview will be scheduled at the students’ convenience.

•

Advisor Interviews: Advisor participants will be interviewed 2-3 times. Each
participant will be asked about their impressions of student-athletes
understanding of writing and academic performance in the university and on
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the field. These semi-structured interviews will last approximately 30 minutes
and will be scheduled at each instructor’s convenience.
•

Coach Interviews: Coach participants will be interviewed 2-3 times. Each
participant will be asked about the ways they teach student-athletes to compose
the plays for their sport. These semi-structured interviews will last
approximately 30 minutes and will be scheduled at the coach’s convenience.

All raw data (e.g. audio recordings, copies of student work, etc.) will be in my secured UNH Box
account. Quotations from these data may be shared among my advisors at UNH Dr. Alecia
Magnifico and Dr. Christina Ortmeier-Hooper as well as my advisor at CCU, Dr. Denise Paster,
and with the larger research and teaching community (e.g. for public presentations, at academic
conferences, in publications) only if the participants consent to the use of this information.
b. I will apply a mixed methods approach to the analysis of the data collected in the interviews,
surveys and observations and results from each of the study. My qualitative methods of analysis
will include the following:
● Thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998; Saldana, 2009) of all interviews to understand
constructs such as writing, writing process, students’ experiences of writing, sports
discourse, and the like. This open-ended qualitative method addresses my research
questions by allowing me to note, compare, and trace the ways in which the participants
talk about different facets of teaching and learning the composing process and what tools
they use to do it. Thus, thematic analysis helps me to build a map of the various ways in
which they approach these topics.
● Thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998; Saldana, 2009) of field notes, of observations and
transcripts of audio-recorded sessions to understand students’ understanding of writing,
writing experiences, and the like. This open-ended qualitative method addresses my
research questions by allowing me to note, compare, and trace the ways in which my
participants talk about different facets of their composing process on the field and in their
writing classroom. Thus, thematic analysis helps me to build a map of the various ways
in which they approach these topics.
● Discourse Analysis (Wood & Kroger, 2000) of student writing that the participants
produce during the interviews. Examining the language of these data closely using this
method will help me to answer my research questions about how student-athletes think of
themselves as writers and how digital literacies might play a role in their composing
process on the field. Paired with a thematic analysis of observational field notes, these
analyses will help to show relationships between the composing process on the field and
within the classroom.
c. The data will be reported using pseudonyms for participants.
d. The data will be saved after the study for possible use in my dissertation, publications,
presentations and future studies.
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Appendix K: IRB Approval at Southeast University

February 5, 2018
Samantha Riley
Denise Paster
Coastal Carolina University
Conway, SC 29528
RE: Composition as Bodily Rhetoric: A Multimodal Understanding of Student-Athlete Literacy Practices
Dear Samantha & Denise:
It has been determined that your proposal #2017.120 is EXEMPT by Coastal Carolina University's Institutional Review
Board under the Federal Policy for the Protection of Human Research Subjects Review Category #2.
This approval is good for one calendar year commencing with the date of approval and concludes on 2/04/2019). If your
work continues beyond this date it will be necessary seek a continuation from the IRB. If your work changes or is
concluded before this date please so inform the IRB.
Approval of this protocol does not provide permission or consent for faculty, staff or students to use university
communication channels for contacting or obtaining information from research subjects or participants. Faculty,
staff and students are responsible for obtaining appropriate permission to use university communications to
contact research participants. For use of university e-mail to groups such as all faculty/staff, all students or other
large groups on campus permission must be first obtained by the researcher from the Office of the Provost after
the research protocol has been approved by the IRB. Please allow at least one week to receive approval.
Note, it is the responsibility of the principal investigator to report immediately to the CCU Institutional Review Board
any changes in procedures involving human subjects and any unexpected risks to human subjects, any detrimental effects
to the rights or welfare of any human subjects participating in the project, giving names of persons, dates of occurrences,
details of harmful effects, and any remedial actions. Such changes may affect the status of your research. The
Amendment form and other IRB forms are located at: www.coastal.edu/osprs/irb.
Secondly, be advised that although Informed Consent is not specifically required for research that is Exempt from IRB
review, should you elect to use them, signed Consent forms and/or other research records, as applicable, must be retained
for at least three (3) years after termination of the research and shall be accessible for purposes of audit.
If you have any questions concerning this please contact Patty Carter, IRB Coordinator at pcarter@coastal.edu or
extension 2978.
Thank you,

Stephanie Cassavaugh
Director, Office of Sponsored Programs and Research Services
IRB Administrator

